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Prologue – The Immortal Artisan


The cataclysm a thousand years ago had turned mountain ranges into vast plains. It turned the seas into endless deserts. Earth’s environment was irreparably changed.

In one part of the southern hemisphere, mountains snaked around each other in irregular patterns. It was one of the most complex topographical areas of the world following the planet’s destruction. Here, the climate was uncharacteristically mild. Among the deep gullies, clouds had gathered, rumbling with thunder that reverberated off the mountain sides. This constant cacophony earned it a name – the Growling Range.

Over twenty-five million people called the Range home. They lived in the Elysian realm of Stormford, established a thousand years ago by the gods. It was not the most powerful of the five Elysian realms, but it was the most peaceful. In comparison, Skycloud had been established in the plains where the Great War had been waged. It had the largest distribution of relics, but it was also where wastelanders skittered among the ruins like cockroaches.

Stormford was established as a refuge after the war. Survivors gathered here to rebuild. The stories claimed that before the war, these mountains and plateaus were at the bottom of a great sea. For this reason, there was no trace of the ancient society that once called Earth home. Sprawling mountains and labyrinthine ravines helped the realm remain hidden. Generations of isolation have produced a population of humble and straightforward folk.

Byzantium was the second largest city in Stormford1. It was separated from the realm’s capital – Fulmulta2 – by five kilometers or so. On paper, that didn’t seem like much, but the difficult terrain meant airships were the only viable form of transportation.

Byzantium was a typical mountain town. Its structures were built into the Range, with the highest point eight to nine hundred meters above the ground. From the peak, one could look down all across the city, and likewise from the mountain’s base, one could look up and see it all spread skyward. Buildings were tightly packed and interspersed with cable cars moving back and forth. The city felt busy and well-off.

On the other side of the mountain it was built into, there was a great lake. Mountain ravines created sparkling lakes full of crisp, clear water. Fishing vessels floated on the surface, their passengers casting nets.

Most of Stormford’s cities were like this one, built into the surrounding mountains or utilizing complex cave systems. Some even had vast underground sections delving deep into the Range.

Byzantium had one such area, which was used as a vast marketplace.

It was a suitable location. Many of the exchanges were less than legal, such as the purchase of drugs, relics, or other banned materials. One corner of this gray market was occupied by a very humble shop that took pains not to draw attention. Yet despite this, the clientele wandering in and out were certainly people of means. Not merchants or powerful political sorts, but demon hunters. All of it was shrouded in an air of mystery.

A man who went by the name Master Black owned the establishment. He was an obscure figure, well-known for being able to repair even badly damaged relics. Word was he could even reforge relics that were broken into fragments. Ruined items that even the Temple could do nothing with might find new life in his hands. His unique skill set enticed all manner of interesting people to his shop.

With abilities like his, Master Black would be a famous man in Fulmuta. In all likelihood, he would quickly garner the Temple’s attention and be hired to work there. But, the artisan preferred to keep a low profile. For decades, he worked in his little shop in the corner of Byzantium’s market and kept to himself. The strange master was a mystery to all who knew him.

Master Black sat in the deepest part of his shop, fiddling with a handful of scraps. He stared with fixed attention on the items, as though in all the world, these fragments were the only things that interested him. He was an ordinary-looking man, thin and a little unkempt.

The bell above the door chimed. An unexpected patron entered. The elderly artisan didn’t even lift his head and continued to pore over the fragments. “Sorry, I’m not serving people without an appointment,” he muttered over his shoulder. “If you’re here for business, you need to schedule a time.”

“There are always exceptions.” The visitor spoke in reserved tones. His voice put him somewhere in early adulthood. “I heard Master Black was interested in rare relics. I thought you might like to look at my sword.”

He pulled the sword in question from a sheath, revealing its long black make.

A cold grin touched Master Black’s lips. Another young fool too big for his britches. After so many years in the business, how many deadly relics had the master accumulated? He peeked out of the corner of his eye at the man, a dismissive glance, but then his face stiffened.

It was nothing about the look of the blade that grabbed him. The weapon was nothing but ordinary at first glance. Rather, it was what he felt – a power unlike anything he’d experienced before. He might live to be thousands of years old and never see another like it. Such a marvelous artifact couldn’t have just appeared out of thin air.

“Who are you?!” Immediately, Master Black fixed his full attention on the stranger. He peered at him with narrowed eyes.

He was wrapped in simple black clothing. Lowering his hood revealed a mop of black hair and an unblemished face that almost appeared to be the work of a master carver. The only oddity – besides his perfection – was his eyes. One was dark black, and the other was a foggy silver.

Cloudhawk greeted the artisan with a smile. “Surprising that the greatest artisan of the demons not only survived the Great War but has lived in total obscurity among the humans. It must have been irritating to have to change your identity so often over the years.”

“I… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t play stupid. Legion has already told me who you are, Elder Belial3.”

Once again, the demon’s face blanched. This human knows Legion? He isn’t a servant of the gods, whew, but he was speaking far too loudly! What if someone outside heard? What is this fool thinking!?

“Relax, no one outside can hear us.” Cloudhawk stepped forward until he was standing before the artisan. Compared to the old man, who was about a hundred and sixty centimeters tall, Cloudhawk was an imposing figure. “Allow me to introduce myself. Cloudhawk, from Skycloud. I am your King.”

There was no question, Belial’s cover was blown. More than likely, it was that old bastard Legion who tipped him off. So with no further reason to keep up the act, a sinister smile curled his lips. “Demon King? You – a human?”

“Yes. Me.”

To illustrate, Cloudhawk extended his hand. The cube held within was released with a flick of his wrist, and small boxes were diffused all through the area. With a thought, Cloudhawk could transfer the entire store and everything in it into another dimension.

“This is… a subspace cube!”

Uncertainty colored Belial’s face. He knew how hard it was to get one’s hands on something like this, much less call on its powers. This young human had a rare talent and power that surpassed that of any mortal creature.

“Very well, but I don’t care who calls themselves King. All I want to know is why you’re here.”

“I have something to do, and I need your help in order to do it.”

The subspace collapsed back into Cloudhawk’s palm. The cube disappeared into his sleeve.

He’d come here at Wolfblade’s direction to find the legendary demon artisan. Belial and Legion were demons of a different sort. Unlike their kin, war and killing didn’t appeal to them. They preferred the more simple pleasures of a quiet life.

But much to Belial’s misfortune, he didn’t have a choice but to help this human.



1 The name of the city is “Purple Lightning City”, and it’s caused me a hell of a headache. Byzantium is a shade of purple and, obviously, the name of an ancient empire. It was the closest feasible thing I could think of, but it unfortunately has no relation to lightning. Trying to find something that’s not too esoteric but also not too wordy that sounds good and involves BOTH purple and lightning has proven to be very difficult.
2 Slightly less difficult but still time consuming. “City of Ten Thousand Lightning Bolts” is the Chinese name. I went with a combination of “fulmen” and “multus” — lightning and a lot, respectively.
3 “Inventor of wicked things.”

1 / A New Identity


Creating an identity overnight was no easy task.

Cloudhawk had to start from zero all over again, a stranger in a strange land. He was expected to build enough of a reputation in a short period to enter the Temple without letting anyone know his true identity. It seemed like an impossible task, at least in the couple of months he had to accomplish it.

It was important not to underestimate one’s foes. Stormford had lost a great warrior when Bruno was captured, but in the grand scheme of things, he was a small part of a much larger whole.

While Skycloud had suffered and declined, Stormford had spent decades in a state of prosperity. For a thousand years, it cultivated warriors of strength and ability. Even Cloudhawk had to be wary when making his way through the realm.

Wolfblade knew how difficult the mission was. That’s why he pointed Cloudhawk towards an old ally, hidden in the belly of the beast. The demon artisan, Elder Belial.

Belial had once occupied the Tenth Seal of demon society. An important figure among his kin, his prestige was ten times what the fallen Elder Judas had commanded. However, it was important to note that a demon’s rank was not entirely based on strength. Belial didn’t earn his position because of combat prowess. After all, even a god or demon was limited in what they could do. No single being could conquer the heavens, no matter how strong. The demon earned his place, instead, through his talents as an artisan.

Belial was the most talented fabricator of his kin. While his strength was average or below among the other elders, his relationships with them bolstered his influence. Quite a few of the relics used by the demons were forged by his hand, some of epic quality or greater.

One could imagine how important a creature like Belial was to his people.

After the Great War, it was assumed that the elder had been killed in battle. The denizens of Gehenna only knew he did not slink back into the darkness with them. In truth, though, he’d found some way to disguise himself as a human and had been hiding here among them all this time.

Cloudhawk knew how important Belial was. His artisanal prowess aside, the demon was likely stronger than Judas. If he had to guess, he imagined the demon to be equivalent to a Supreme. The frail look of his human form was deceiving, and in a real fight, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how well he’d fare.

The Demon King’s successor was strong, with mental powers comparable to a Supreme’s. However, he was young and inexperienced. In comparison, Belial had lived for a thousand years, and no one knew what tricks he was hiding – or what relics he’d accrued.

“Stormford has been so tense lately. Now I see it’s because the Demon King’s successor has shown himself.” Belial didn’t seem impressed by the title despite being a demon himself. “Legion never gave up, even after all these years. That old fogey, never able to leave well enough alone. He would rather drag all his people into the path of destruction.”

Anger flitted across Belial’s face. He would happily tear Legion to pieces, given half the chance.

He was amazed that this unassuming, ordinary human had been chosen as the Demon King’s successor. Whatever his talents, whatever his strengths, he could never shed the inferior shackles of his genetics.

What were humans but lesser life forms? Mental prowess didn’t come from the body, so however strong his will, it would not stop him from aging. Some humans evolved to live for several hundred years, but that was almost unheard of. Their subpar genetics limited them to brief lives, doomed to waste away to death unlike their demon betters.

What made him think he could lead Belial’s people? He couldn’t imagine what the Demon King had been thinking. Legion’s thoughts were equally inscrutable, but that wasn’t important for he had already made up his mind. He wasn’t going to fight this stupid war any longer. Better to pretend he was mortal and hide behind an assumed name. He would spend his days here, in silence and obscurity, until the sun went out.

“Here’s the situation.” Cloudhawk explained the gist of his plan. “I am calling on your obligation as an elder to help me. You can dismiss me, but I don’t think Legion would look so kindly on it if you do.”

Belial scowled openly. The Demon King was dead, if there was anyone left on this hunk of rock that Belial feared, it was Legion. He was very familiar with the schemer’s methods. If Legion wanted him dead, he already would be.

It was not healthy to make an enemy of the Grand Seal, whatever the circumstances.

After a few moments, Belial answered, “Fine, I’ll help. But I’m telling you now that I’m remaining neutral in this farce. I will not be dragged into it, on either side.”

It was a poignant display of how demons differed. Judas – least of the Seals – and the likes of Abaddon spent their days trying to erase the shame of their defeat a thousand years ago. Meanwhile, the mighty artisan hid away like a cockroach. It rankled Cloudhawk, but he did not speak with the gravity of the Demon King yet. There were other more important things to accomplish first, anyway. With no reason or means to tangle with this crotchety demon, he had to accept the terms. At least for now.

“Alright,” he agreed.

Belial wasn’t foolish enough to believe this would be the end of it, but he wasn’t about to waste time. Once this human got what he wanted, Belial would change his face and start over again somewhere else. After so many years, it was as easy as breathing for him. The tricky part would be staying hidden from Legion.

“The capital has been combing through the realm, looking for talented demon hunters. If you want to be snatched up with the rest of them, then the method is simple: Find a suitable target here in town and replace them.”

“That simple, huh?”

It wasn’t that Cloudhawk didn’t trust Belial. Rather, he was fairly sure that it was far more complicated than the demon made it sound.

Cloudhawk had a hundred or so relics squirreled away in his dimensional warehouse. There was probably a catalogue of things he could use to disguise himself, but that meant expertly wearing a mask at all times. The slightest misstep and someone could see right through him.

“Do you think ‘demon artisan’ is just a gimmick title?” Belial guessed Cloudhawk’s concerns and frowned at the insult. “I have lived in this place for hundreds of years and have never once been discovered. The disguises I make are undetectable by any relic and impossible to see through.”

“Great, let’s give it a try then.” Seeing the demon’s confidence, Cloudhawk resolved to give it a shot.

Belial and Legion were very different, as far as he could tell. Wolfblade – as he was now known – changed his physical body thanks to the Sarcophagus of Rebirth. On the other hand, Belial retained his demon body but made himself appear completely different. It was a mystery how he managed to do it, but it had to work well if he’d managed to stay hidden out here for so long.

Belial pushed past him and closed the door to the shop. Safe from prying eyes, he started the process.

His methods were unique and involved and did not rely on relics. Through his expertise, he naturally knew that while those tools could enact great change, they did so at the cost of mental energy. With extended use, sooner or later, there was a chance the disguise would fail. Rather, it was like the old adage said – sometimes, the most effective methods were the simplest.

Cloudhawk stood in the center of the room as Belial covered him in a strange ointment. Next, he was injected with a series of inexplicable concoctions. The entire process took over three hours.

When he was finished, Belial produced a mirror and showed Cloudhawk the result. A gasp was the response. Cloudhawk stared at the unfamiliar face looking back at him. His build was similar, but flowing golden hair sat on his head, and his features were that of a rugged youth. Even the silver Eye of Time was transformed to an electric blue.

He practiced making several faces in the mirror. Nothing was rigid or unnatural. Because it didn’t rely on any relic, his disguise could not be dispelled or seen through. It was a transformation that sunk deep into his skin.

It was like he’d become someone else entirely.

“You are now the third son of Byzantium’s governor, Lance. He is a demon hunter, and in a few days, he is to go to Fulmulta for a political marriage. His bride is a daughter from one of the capital’s distinguished families. You can use this opportunity to enter the city and insert yourself into the force going to the Temple.” Belial washed his hands in a nearby basin as he explained. “I will give you more detailed information later. It’s as much as I’m able to help. Once you’re gone, I expect you to hold to your word and forget we ever met.”

Cloudhawk touched his face and body, then looked at his hands. The layer of skin stuck tightly to his real form underneath. It was resistant to water or fire – perfect, like a fleshy suit. Even though he’d watched the whole thing, Cloudhawk didn’t know how the artisan had managed it. Obviously, he still had a lot to learn.

“What about the real guy?”

Belial looked at him like he was an idiot. “If you’re going to replace him, why keep the original around? He’s a spoiled fool anyway, fond of gambling and has a record stained with misdeeds. Without his father to wipe his ass, someone would have put him in the ground already. I imagine you’re plenty capable of making sure a child like him makes a clean disappearance.”

Cloudhawk did not express his opinion except to smirk. “Truth be told, I’m impressed with your skill. Are you sure you won’t consider rejoining your kin?”

“Unless I’m mistaken, I sense the devil fire in you. That’s a relic made by another artisan. And that sword you carry, you made that, yes? With the likes of you, there isn’t much I can do to help. I’d appreciate it if you told Legion to stay the fuck out of my business.”

Belial was talking about Castigation Fire. Cloudhawk knew it had belonged to a demon elder once. Now, it seemed the creature that left it behind had also been an artisan before dying during the Great War.

But, Cloudhawk still saw Belial as vitally important, despite his words. In the war to come, the demon craftsman would be a priceless ally. However, he couldn’t be hasty, nor was converting Belial to his cause the focus of his current mission. It was a matter for another time. Once the matter with the Elysian realms was dealt with, he would come back to it.

“If the elder wishes to stay out of it, I won’t force you. Thank you for your help. I’ll take my leave.”

Cloudhawk put away his weapon and, with a slight shimmer, vanished from view. Reality trembled slightly in the space he vacated.

Impressive. I didn’t think humans could command spatial ability that strong. It seems I can’t stay here any longer.

Belial didn’t believe a word Cloudhawk had said. He spent the rest of the day gathering up his things, then left the city he’d called home for a decade in the middle of the night. What he didn’t notice was the pudgy yellow bird darting overhead, watching him with its keen round eyes.

Slipping away into obscurity again won’t be easy. Not anymore.


2 / The Third Young Master


Early evening. Night was approaching. Dusk’s gentle light hung over Byzantium, playing among the lamp-lit streets.

April Showers was one of the premiere entertainment locations in the city. Talented and beautiful women danced there, the highest quality food was provided, and businessmen drank to their heart’s content nightly. A thousand gold was not enough to enjoy all the delights of this place, but even so, rarely were nobles spied here.

In any Elysian land, the nobility was an important part of theocratic rule. Rich but reasonable was the standard, for the rule of faith and the tenets of religion ran deep. Nobles who reached for power had to adhere to them. Those that chose to instead live in decadence were few.

But, nothing was absolute. Anywhere where people gathered, there would be outliers, and besides, it was human nature to seek out comfort. As it was not explicitly denied by the gods, places like April Showers saw good business despite the stigma.

One of its most offensive regulars was the governor’s third son, Lance.

The young noble spent his days drinking, which compounded his already vicious nature. He often lorded his position over others, bullied patrons, and caused trouble. Despite this, the governor doted on his three sons like princes. So long as their antics didn’t go too far, troubles were ignored or paid off.

“Drink! Keep it coming!”

As was customary, the young master was resting against a pair of creamy thighs in a small room. A dozen beauties were sprawled among the couches, eating and drinking in a decadent display.

“Third Master has had enough!” A steward of the Governor wailed, “If the governor knew of this, he would be furious again!”

“We take the day by the balls and worry about tomorrow when it comes! I’m just having a little fun. What are you worried about? Fuck off if you have a problem. No one asked for your opinion!”

Lance spat a mouthful of alcohol into the steward’s face. The man, knowing Lance’s disposition, left with a glower.

“They’re about to send me to the capital. I say we have some fun before I go, yeah?” Lance swung his head around, staring at the women with wine-soaked eyes. He grabbed the nearest one and started to paw at her. “Son-in-law of the capital’s governor, part of his grand family! Heh, think of the sort of man I’ll be then!”

“Third Master wants to go?”

“We don’t want to be without Third Master!”

The girls whined and cooed, closing in around him in a display of affection.

“I don’t want to leave you ladies either, but it’s not up to me.” He chortled and took another swig of wine. “Ever since I was small, they all have looked down on me. It’ll be good to leave them all behind!”

“That’s not true, Young Master. You’re an honorable demon hunter! Who would dare look down on you?”

“You think demon hunters have any power? Maybe they do, but only over you common people. For someone like me, born into an important family, everyone is a demon hunter. What’s special about that?” Lance drunkenly shoved the girl away. “I’ve had too much. I need to piss.”

No one noticed the dark figure perched on the ceiling beam. Wrapped in black, it would be hard to see at a glance how he looked exactly like the governor’s son – everything except for his expression.

Cloudhawk had watched the youth live his luxurious life with some interest. Stormford’s history was peaceful without any outside forces to cause problems. It was lax and comfortable here. Especially somewhere like Byzantium – a big city but not a very important one – these dens of decadence were as numerous as churches.

Women like these, songstresses and dancers who sold themselves for coin, were absent in Skycloud. At least on the surface. Under the Cloude family, they made sure such a filthy trade was not allowed to undermine the purity of their realm. The girls who worked here were either from poor families or were spoiled by crime and were forced into prostitution.

The young master drunkenly stumbled into the hall. He pushed open the door to the toilet, but before he stepped in, he stopped dead in his tracks. Even in his drunken state, he was startled, for in the doorway was a man who looked exactly like him. For a moment, he wasn’t sure if he was dreaming.

Lance opened his mouth to scream, but to no avail. His mirror image snapped his fingers, and a power spread through the area. Although Lance tried to scream and call out, no one came running. At the same time, he felt a terrible power creep over him.

What incredible, frightening strength! What was this demon?!

He didn’t need to fight this copy to realize he was stronger than anyone he’d ever met in his life. All the best warriors in Byzantium together couldn’t match him. The stranger could snap Lance in two with the power of his little finger.

“Wh-… who are you?!”

Cloudhawk looked down at the young man, who was prostrate on the ground before him, and smiled. “Is that important? From now on, I am you. And you...”

Lance quailed and tried to scramble backward. “No, no! Please don’t kill me!”

Cloudhawk didn’t move. An invisible hand grabbed the young man by the throat and lifted him off the ground. Lance soiled his pants and kicked urine around the bathroom as he struggled. It was all in vain.

A novice demon hunter like this was nothing to Cloudhawk, like an ant before a dragon. The pitiful youth didn’t even have a chance to fight back. When Lance stopped struggling, Cloudhawk yanked off his coat and slipped it on. All at once, there was no difference between them.

And the young master himself? Like Belial said, there was no reason to keep him around. Even if he was an ant, Lance was an enemy. There was no point in letting him continue to wander the world and try to bite his toes.

Cloudhawk got to where he was by climbing over the corpses of many. There were some who might call him a bloodthirsty demon. He hardly thought twice as a tongue of green fire spurted to life at the tip of a finger. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you.”

“Don’t! Don’t kill me! I don’t want to die! I’ll do whatever you ask, anything at all! I’m begging you. Please! I don’t want to die!”

“Ugh. Better to have died than to become a demon hunter like this.” Cloudhawk shook his head in disgust. Stormford was in a sorry state. This idiot didn’t have half the courage of one of Skycloud’s freshest grunts. Even still, Cloudhawk let his finger fall. “Killing a whelp like you would be shameful.”

Cloudhawk released his spatial powers. Formless, it wrapped around Lance and pulled him away into another world.

He’d changed his mind not from sudden compassion but because he saw Lance as nothing of a threat. He wasn’t sure whether the idiot deserved to die, but he couldn’t afford to let him get in his way. Most would kill him and be done with it…

Of course, Cloudhawk had other options. Instead, he sent him off to the penal colony on another world. Who knows? Maybe the kid would be useful one day.

Once he’d changed into the young master’s clothes, Cloudhawk walked back to the room. There, a dozen or so women were waiting for him. He was immediately enveloped in soft skin and fragrant smells. He’d stepped into the life of this young man, so he might as well play the part for now and enjoy the decadence Lance would never again know.


3 / Third Master Counters


“Son, are you trying to get on my nerves? How could such a piece of garbage have come from my loins!” A handsome middle-aged man with a well-kept beard smashed a teacup he had been holding in his hands. “You keep a close eye on this waste of air! In two days, he’s going to the capital, and if anything happens before then, I will see you all strung up and quartered!”

“Yes, Governor!”

The stewards bowed and scraped, hunched in fear of the governor’s wrath. They pushed the sloppy drunk Third Master into his room and onto his bed.

Once the stewards all left, Third Master changed entirely. His lolling eyes sharpened, and the drunken stupor fled from his face. He got up from the bed as though nothing had happened. The plan so far had been troublesome, but so long as it worked, all was well. And indeed, it seemed to be – he’d already completed the first phase and had integrated himself into the city.

Master of the wastelands, Cloudhawk… dressed up as a dandy noble.

He shut his eyes and reached out to connect his will with Oddball’s. The little bird’s eyes were keen and quick, better than even some of the best espionage demon hunters. Through his small companion, Cloudhawk learned that Belial had already left the city just as he expected.

It didn’t appear that he noticed Oddball watching him. As for where he was going, that wasn’t hard to guess.

The elder had been living among the Eysians for hundreds of years by this point. There were likely several little nests he’d arranged over the centuries, so he probably had a wealth of places to pick from.

For the time being, Cloudhawk decided to pay no more mind to him. The big question now was how to play off his new role.

As promised, Belial had provided him with some intel on Lance and his family. It wasn’t overly detailed, but it was certainly useful.

The Third Young Master had never been to the capital. In a world where communication was limited, it was very easy to deceive strangers. Of course, tricking those who’d known Lance for a long time would be a different story. Luckily, he was only here for a few more days. He wasn’t likely to arouse much suspicion.

Cloudhawk opened a portal to another world and stepped through, vanishing from the bedroom.

He appeared before the real Lance, who lay with his hands and feet bound. He was dressed in nothing but a pair of underwear. When Cloudhawk appeared, Lance stared at the man with a mixture of horror and despair.

This whole ordeal had been terrifying. Suddenly, someone who looked exactly like him appeared and stole his entire life. If that alone wasn’t frightening enough, this stranger was stronger than any person he’d ever met.

He could just make people blink out of thin air!

Lance was both uneducated and incompetent, but for better or worse, he had trained in the demon hunter academy. He had some small ability to read the situation and could tough it out for at least a short time. One glance overhead told him that this wasn’t the same world he’d come from, much less Stormford. His environment confirmed it. The realization only made him more frightened.

Had this guy actually… brought me to another world?

“Do you want to live?”

Lance fervently nodded his head.

“Then listen good. Your life means exactly shit to me. I only need your identity for a few days. Then I’m on to other things. Play nice and I’ll consider letting you go.” Cloudhawk waited for Lance to acknowledge him, then went on. “I want you to tell me everything about your family. I’m hoping you don’t decide to play games with me.”

Lance couldn’t even dream of trying to lie to this monster. All he could think of was dying out here and no one ever finding his body. Thus, he was quick to answer. “I’ll tell you. Anything, everything! I promise you nothing but the truth.”

The two spoke for several hours. Mostly, it was Lance spilling every little detail he could, while Cloudhawk would occasionally interject with a question. It wasn’t the information he was after, though. Mostly, he spoke with the kid so he could copy his manner of speech and body language.

Through the course of their discussion, Cloudhawk discovered both good news and bad news.

The good news was that Lance was indeed a demon hunter and one with decent talent at that. If he wasn’t such a layabout, he would have made good progress. He was erratic, moody, and twitchy – all qualities that would make a sudden change in behavior less obvious.

The bad news was that Lance’s identity was not the best-suited for what he wanted to accomplish. The Elysian army was an elite group, especially those tapped to go to the Sky Fortress. Lance’s public position and reputation were going to make his job harder.

It was time to go back. He rose to his feet and turned away, but at the last minute, he looked over his shoulder. He left some food and water for the beleaguered noble. “This isn’t necessarily a bad thing for you, you know. At the very least, I’ll leave you in a better position than I found you in.”

With that, he warped through dimensions and reappeared in Lance’s chambers. He dispelled the illusory copy he left to cover his tracks, then laid down to rest.1

When dawn broke the next day, the governor summoned his son before him. All of their family leaders were present – the governor, his wife, and their two older children. Without a word of greeting, the governor launched into another scalding tirade, belittling his son in no uncertain terms. Yet even though his words were harsh, it was not hard to see that he was taking it easy on his son.

How else would a foul young man like that survive up to this point?

The governor’s wife stood, interrupting his rant. “Lance, the woman you are to marry is a noble of Fulmulta. You must learn to restrain yourself when you go to the capital. If you make trouble like you do here, no one will be able to protect you.”

Their third son put on a petulant glower. “I don’t want to go to Fulmulta, and I don’t want to marry some stuck-up noble. Let someone else go. Why does it have to be me?”

“Say that again, you stupid shit!”

The governor’s anger flared, but his wife was quick to try and assuage his anger. “This marriage involves two families. They need our support, and it’s our family’s ticket to the capital. The woman you are to marry is famously beautiful. What is there to be upset about?”

Lance whined piteously. “If it’s so important, why not have one of my brothers marry her!?”

Cloudhawk surprised himself with his talent for acting. He found it easy to slip into this obnoxious young man’s persona.

His two “brothers” shifted uncomfortably. The elder spoke up first. “Brother, don’t be so stubborn. Didn’t we decide this six months ago? I am already married with a son. Our brother is in charge of the city’s martial forces. That leaves you...”

Lance cut in. “I am not leaving to get married. I want to join the army. I heard they’re gathering troops for a war against the rebel realm. With my talents, I’m sure they’ll put me right on the front lines!”

That took everyone by surprise. The way Lance’s mind worked was an absolute mystery. Was all of this just some dramatic way of trying to avoid marriage?

The governor’s anger flared again. “What did you say?! You think your piss-poor skill means anything?!”

His youngest son held his head high. “I am strong, but none of you pay any attention. If you don’t believe me, have my brothers try. If I beat them in a sparring match, you will let me join the army.”

Had this boy gone insane? Everyone knew what sort of lout he was. It was a good day if he didn’t collapse in a drunken stupor, and he thought he could take on his brothers? But before anyone could protest, the middle child stepped forward. “If that’s how you want it, then I’ll show you the truth.”

“Bring it on!”

The second brother pulled forward an exorcist rod and launched himself forward through the hall. He stepped off the ground with a deft kick off his right foot, and suddenly, he was flying through the air as though gravity had been turned off. The exorcist rod whistled as it came, deceptively quick.

No one stopped it. This young one didn’t know his place and had to be shown. Maybe he would change his tone after he was beaten into the dirt.

Of the three brothers, it was the middle child who was the strongest. He commanded Byzantium’s demon hunters and city guard. In many ways, he was the governor’s right hand, so as a challenger, he was certainly no pushover. His younger brother had made his choice. He had no one to blame but himself.

The only one who seemed anxious was his mother, who was afraid her child might be injured.

However, the governor stretched out a hand and stopped her before she could act. “Don’t worry. Our son will not be too harsh. Lance spends all his days making trouble, If it wasn’t for us, I shudder to think what he’d be today. A little suffering is good. It’ll help him see what it means to be weak.”

The youngest son sidestepped the exorcist rod but did not fight back.

“Brother, with your skill, you think you can beat me? You aren’t even worth my time!”

Despite his words, the middle son was surprised. When had Lance gotten so nimble, to avoid his attack like that? It didn’t matter though. He was confident in his abilities and Lance’s lack thereof.

He delved into the rod and activated its power, causing wind to rush through the hall as the top spun. Lance ducked back to avoid a second swipe, barely avoiding it. By then, his older brother noticed something was off.

He must have been practicing in secret. An ordinary person couldn’t have avoided two of his attacks. No more playing – he launched into a third, fiercer assault!

After several consecutive jukes, Cloudhawk knew he couldn’t play defense forever. He pulled out his own exorcist rod and knocked aside his opponent’s. Violent mental power burst forth.

The governor’s second son felt the power rip through him and staggered backward. Suddenly, his expression was different as his younger brother rushed at him like a cornered animal. He caught the blow with his rod, but the strength behind it sent his weapon flying. The winner was decided… but how?

The governor and his wife were stupefied. The eldest son stared in open amazement. What happened? Was he on some sort of drug? He was like someone else entirely, somehow able to beat his much stronger older brother. Even if the latter had been holding back, it hadn’t been by much. Had they really been underestimating him all this time?

Cloudhawk looked at their stunned faces. Shock… but not doubt. That’s exactly what he was looking for. He’d held back so as not to make them suspicious. It wasn’t like this guy was any kind of competition for him.

He threw the rod down with an emphatic clatter. “Now you have to agree.”

“Agree? Agree to what? When was this ever a negotiation?!” The governor even rolled his eyes. “You’re the one who came here trying to pick a fight. If your brother had used even a fraction of his strength, you’d be dead! Get this army nonsense out of your head and marry the governor’s daughter like I command you to!”

Lance blustered in a show of rage. “You-!”

“Shut your mouth!” By now, the governor’s wife had lost her patience. “Your father is doing what’s best for you. The realm looks calm, but there may be a darkness creeping in. We are protecting you by arranging for you to marry into a large family. Besides, they are more influential than we are. If you behave and earn their help, perhaps they can get you into the army.”

“Alright, that’s enough of this nonsense. It’s settled. Tomorrow, you’re off to the capital. I’ll hear no more of it.”

The governor rose and stomped out of the chamber in a huff. He was no longer interested in this argument.



1 Remember that his tattered cloak had this ability. He rarely uses it.

4 / Fulmulta


On the third day…

Cloudhawk watched from the airship’s cabin as the capital of Stormford pulled into view.

“Belial was pretty spot-on.”

Cloudhawk had spent two days in Byzantium before a way to the capital presented itself. That was too short for even Lance’s own flesh and blood to notice any changes in him. As for his sudden surge in ability? The young master’s family was surprised, certainly, but it didn’t rise to the level of suspicion.

So far as they were concerned, the lazy wastrel was finally showing some mettle!

Lance wasn’t born lesser than any other man. On the contrary, his potential was clear. However, he squandered those talents by spending his days in a decadent malaise, halting his progress. Now, at last, he appeared to be rising to his potential, a fact that pleased Byzantium’s governor greatly.

Cloudhawk sat cross-legged on the small cot, watching the sprawling mountains and snaking valleys roll along below. He sighed at the sight and had to admit that it was only with Wolfblade’s help that he was able to find Stormford. Without the demon, it would have taken months of searching.

Who else, Elysian or otherwise, would know anything about this dangerous and complicated land? How would any outsider know that among the crisscrossing ranges was hidden an Elysian realm with tens of thousands of residents?

The world was so big. There were so many places he had yet to see. Every corner was flush with its own history, people, and culture. Stormford, too, was sure to have countless stories of its own.

At one time, Cloudhawk had wanted to be a wanderer, searching for an elusive paradise. That dream died a little while after he left Hell’s Valley. Since then, he’d wanted to uncover the curiosities of the world because he had the ability to.

There was a saying — To live was to experience wanderlust. The body and soul were always in search of a new path to tread.

Alas, it was an itch he could not yet scratch. Maybe one day when he was finished with it all. Maybe then he could take some time to explore.

Be it this world or any of the others he’d encountered, Cloudhawk wanted to learn everything. The universe was vast, and out among the stars, the greatest warrior and the humblest beast were all the same. To the world, any single person didn’t matter, but the individual could know the world. Maybe if he went off to uncover these secrets, he wouldn’t feel so… empty.

The mountains and valleys became less dramatic. A deep basin was revealed in the heart of the mountain range, and nestled therein was a grand majestic city. Docks were arranged at different locations, and airships were constantly coming and going. For a moment, Cloudhawk felt like he’d been transported years into the past, back to the day he flew into Skycloud city. He remembered how incredible it had all been, how the city seemed to be alive and vibrant. He remembered it like it was yesterday, but the knowledge of everything that followed made it a bitter memory.

He wouldn’t let it happen again. No chaos this time. He didn’t want to keep bringing turmoil to places where peace reigned. No more innocent blood on his hands. Conflict meant bloodshed, and that was a tragedy for everyone – the people and Cloudhawk alike.

Whether the future was bright or not, it didn’t matter to those who died before it was realized. The victims of change would know only darkness for eternity. It was the pain of resetting a break, but it also confirmed the existence of heroism. Of course, the heroes to some were the devils to others, for when a hero raised his sword, it could mean tragedy for the common folk. That was the theory, anyway.

There were a lot of wastelanders who called Cloudhawk a hero, but to him, the title was not a lofty one. If he could pass the mantle onto someone else, he would be ecstatic. Who in their right mind would want to be king of the wastelands? To lord over a sprawling, embattled alliance? What sane man wanted to be a hero?

Unfortunately, there was no one but Cloudhawk to carry this burden. He was the only one who could. For all of the people around him and all the people he cared for, he had to shoulder this responsibility. It was what he had to do as a man.

“Young Master, we’ve arrived. We will spend the night at a hotel nearby and send someone to the governor’s mansion to announce our arrival. I suspect someone will come to invite us tomorrow.”

Byzantium’s governor had sent a retinue of over a hundred people. No fewer than twenty of them were personal bodyguards and servants. The rest were responsible for transporting betrothal gifts. Although Byzantium’s governor couldn’t visit the capital himself, he made up for it with the impressive treasures sent along with his son. These many heirlooms were intended to ingratiate their family and the groom to the capital’s leader. If they achieved that aim, then it would be well worth the expense.

It was very evident that their son and this wedding were of great concern.

After disembarking, Cloudhawk settled at a hotel near the dock. Fulmulta, like Skycloud city, was the heart of its respective realm. However, that was where the similarities ended.

It wasn’t unexpected. Even if they started from the same foundation, there were thousands of kilometers separating the two cultures. At the very least, their customs and habits were different.

Of the five Elysian lands, only Skycloud was nestled against the ruins of the ancient civilization. The Dark Atom and other nefarious groups were a constant threat, so the people were bred to be tough. They were more aggressive and less forgiving; soldiers were well-trained and nationalistic. However, cultural development in other areas was relatively weak.

This was not so for Stormford.

Such a peaceful, enlightened atmosphere had produced a renaissance of human culture. Music, theater, art, and other sorts of performances were easy to come across. What’s more, the various gods presented their realms with varying heritages. There were differences in the tools they used – for instance, in the lobby wall was a collection of crystal boards Cloudhawk had never seen before.

These smooth, translucent items were like living pictures. Touching one instigated a reaction, calling up text and images. Cloudhawk fiddled with one until a menu flickered into being. Prominently displayed was an option for “Realm Announcements,” “Realm News,” and more. He pressed one at random, and a deluge of information scrolled across the screen.

“Young Master, this is a Notice Board. You’ll only find them in Stormford, and they conveniently provide the citizens with all the information they need.”

They were like ancient touch screens from the bygone civilization, but not exactly. After all, the technology of the gods was completely different from what man had achieved. Besides, there weren’t any ruins nearby for them to excavate ancient touch screens, and old tech was forbidden in every Elysian domain.

Cloudhawk’s curiosity was piqued. “Why are they only in Stormford? Can’t we buy a few and bring them back to Byzantium?”

His coterie was caught off guard by the question. One of the stewards shook his head and replied, “They only work in a very small area. If we were to take it out of the capital, they’d be no different from a pane of glass.”

Why was that? Cloudhawk looked over the screen as a nonstop flood of information rolled by. It was a very useful item, especially since atmospheric distortion made long-distance communication impossible. Somehow, these screens didn’t seem to be affected.

It didn’t appear to use any sort of energy either. What he did sense was a very faint hum…

Cloudhawk shut his eyes and focused on the resonance. Following the sound, he discovered that the information they provided was all being sent from one location. This had to be some kind of unfamiliar yet powerful artifact, one that was able to send information through the air. Wireless transmissions were sent to these crystal sheets and rendered for people to see.

Cloudhawk had no way to guess what this relic was or how it worked. One thing he knew, though, was that it was both powerful and precious. At the very least, it was unmatched in its ability to quickly disseminate information to the public. If he could find a way to steal it away, it would be greatly beneficial to his Alliance. He could build a wide-reaching public information network with unimaginable advantages.
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Night fell.

Cloudhawk was back in his hotel room. He’d just returned from wandering the city, a trip that revealed a myriad of interesting things. For one, the city was not wanting for capable citizens. He didn’t need to fight them to know that some people were surprisingly strong. At least a handful even posed a slight threat to him.

That didn’t come as much of a surprise. A realm with a thousand years of stable history was sure to produce some gems. Of course, just how strong these people were or what powers they possessed were a complete mystery to him.

For the time being, the Supremes were acting with extreme caution. Every step was judged and measured for fear their plans would fall through.

Cloudhawk was preparing to lie down when a sound caught his ear. It was the hum of relics. He’d heard them before when wandering the streets. It was as if he was being watched. Now, he heard several closing in on the hotel. Demon hunters, closing in.

Obviously, they were here for him – but why?

He racked his mind. The city’s public security was capable, and its citizens were well-behaved. This seemed out of the ordinary. Who were they? He didn’t remember offending anyone.

Cloudhawk lay on his bed, his eyes closed, pretending to sleep. But even as his one sense was closed off, he reached out with another.

Layer upon layer of spatial energy spread through the room. His vision was no longer limited to his eyes and instead rippled outward three hundred and sixty degrees. It passed through floors and walls, revealing everything to him.

This was vision based on dimensional presence. So long as it existed on this plane, even the tiniest insect in the smallest crack was clear to him. Even items inside of other living things were not hidden. He saw it all as his power reached through the all-pervasive domain of space.

Figures in black masks. Demon hunters, closing in on his room. A number had already drawn their exorcist bows. Their deadly intention was clear – murder, not dialogue.

“Interesting.”

Cloudhawk focused on their leader. Judging by her figure she was an attractive woman, and as his powers slipped past the mask concealing her face, he saw her features clearly. A woman in her twenties, pretty, with skin the color of snow. She was alluringly delicate in appearance and had rare silver hair. However, her beauty was marred by the ferocious look on her face as she peered into Cloudhawk’s room.


5 / Idonea Argyris


Idonea Argyris was livid.1

Even to this day, she couldn’t understand why her family would arrange this ridiculous marriage. Some dandy noble from Byzantium, the third son no less? She’d rather they asked her to jump off a cliff!

This never would have happened if her father was here. He would have fought for her, but it’d been two months since he left to fight the rebel realm, and there’s been no word from him. She didn’t even know if he was alive or dead.

His disappearance had forced the family to seek out this political marriage in order to strengthen their position as leaders of the city. The Argyris family had to maintain their status in the governor’s mansion, and it just so happened that Lance’s brood – the Nilam family – was looking for a foothold in Fulmulta. Both sides saw an opportunity for mutual benefit, and Idonea became the bargaining chip.

Father would never have agreed to this if he were here!

When she thought about her father, she felt a pang in her chest. He was the strongest man in the realm, now and throughout its history. She adored him and was convinced he had no equal.

But why had there been no word? He answered the call of the mighty Thunder God and left with other great warriors to defeat the heathens, a task that should have been easy for him. But it had been months of silence.

The disappearance of this pillar of their family was why they’d gone ahead with this farce of a marriage! News had started to spread across the realm that her father and the other three Masters had all died on foreign soil. A terrible, demon-like man had taken their lives.

Rumors claimed that this fiend was stronger than any other human in recorded history. Even the great Supremes were wary of him. It was widely assumed, then, that the beloved Governor Bruno Argyrys had perished.

Idonea couldn’t believe this, of course. Or perhaps she simply refused to.

Her vociferous objections were ignored by her family, so Bruno’s daughter was left with no choice but to take drastic measures. She gathered a small group of loyal followers and endeavored to eliminate the Nilam family dandy as he slept at the inn.

When she first learned of the marriage proposal, Idonea had sent someone to Byzantium in order to learn about her betrothed. She learned that the young master was not anything like the sort of man she would like. He drank like a fish, ate like a pig, and gambled like an addict. As far as she was concerned, men like him were a waste of air. Erasing this idiot from the realm was doing everyone a favor.

Bruno’s rambunctious young daughter was in her seventeenth year. She was in her rebellious phase where little thought was given to consequences. It didn’t matter – if Father were here, he would have supported her.

“We have our target. Do it right, do it quick,” Idonea whispered to the group by her side. They nodded in understanding.

They were positioning themselves around the room when a fog suddenly appeared from nowhere, catching them unawares. It was so immediate and unexpected that they were left stunned.

“What’s going on?”

The demon hunters, whose skills were average at best, looked around to discover that the room they’d entered was gone. Everything was gone – all the sights and sounds of the world vanished, as though erased by the fog.

One of the demon hunters voiced his concern. “Mistress, this is starting to feel like a trap. We should leave and reassess our plan.”

Idonea was equally as confused. “Yes, let’s fall back. We can form a new plan.”

The would-be assassins fumbled back through the mist, traveling a couple hundred meters before realizing something was very wrong. It was all the same, like they hadn’t moved at all.

Shit! It was a trap… but what kind of setup was this?

Panic started to creep in. Idonea had brought only average protectors with her, assuming her target was an easy one. Even this simple mental illusion was too much for them to see through, for though the illusion was simple, the mind that commanded it was strong. They were caught.

“Split up!” she growled through gritted teeth. They scattered in all different directions. Idonea ran and ran but still didn’t seem to be getting anywhere.

Idonea was starting to lose her composure. She shut her eyes tightly and tried to listen for any sort of clue. Taking a deep breath, she launched herself forward, thinking that if her senses were closed off, it might dispel the illusion. Several more minutes passed before she suddenly crashed into someone.

Ah? Am I out?!

Her eyes popped open, then widened in surprise. Wrapped in fog, she looked up to see the one she ran into. Attractive, with golden hair. Deep blue eyes. A young man in his twenties.
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A few minutes before, Cloudhawk had been crouched by the window with a simple relic in his hands. He watched the black-clad figures fumble around and then scatter. As they fled, a smile touched his lips.

In order to preserve this new identity, Cloudhawk had to limit what relics he used. It wasn’t much of a restriction, of course. He had hundreds of different tools hidden away. He’d gathered quite the collection after numerous run-ins with Skycloud’s army. Some he gave to members of the Alliance. Some he kept for himself.

Most of these were lower-grade relics, but in his hands, that didn’t make much of a difference.

During the battle for Sanctuary, Arcturus had fought off the Khan and the drunk with nothing but an exorcist rod. Cloudhawk was now slightly stronger than the late governor, so he was more than the average person could handle even if he only used the basest of relics.

Indeed, even without these tools, he could ravage a group with the power of his will alone. He could release tongues of flame, spikes of ice, and blades of wind. Few were his equal. Though he looked like an ordinary man, Cloudhawk was very nearly the pinnacle of human capability.

Playtime was over. Cloudhawk put the relic away and strode into his own illusion.

A fatigued young woman with silver hair was running in circles. Fear, anger, and confusion danced in her eyes. Never in her life had this young noble encountered such a harrowing experience.

It was clear to her that she’d fallen into a trap. It felt like she’d been caught in the mist for hours. Only once she shut her eyes did she encounter another soul.

“Ah! Y-… what are you?!”

Cloudhawk looked over the girl. She was a clever kid, maybe sixteen or seventeen years old, with a good figure. She was also immature and guarded. He was immune to womanly charms, of course, and had been for some time. For years, the likes of Dawn, Selene, Hellflower, and Autumn had been by his side.

Idonea tightened her grip on her own relic. “Who are you? Speak! Or I’ll make you talk!”

“No need. I’m here to help you,” Cloudhawk said once he was revealed. “With your abilities, you can’t escape this place on your own. You will die of exhaustion before finding your way back to the real world. Unless you follow me.”

With that said, Cloudhawk turned and walked into the swirling mists. Idonea didn’t know what was happening, but she had to trust him. Gritting her teeth, she and her co-conspirators followed.

Cloudhawk surreptitiously continued to control the relic while stringing Idonea along. She fumbled behind while he guided her from the inn and out into the city. They traversed the busy streets, yet she had no clue, for the illusion made it seem as though she were still lost in fog. The only thing that existed in this world was the man with golden hair, tall and imposing.

With every step, she grew more perturbed. She was not convinced this stranger was a friend. “Tell me your name so I can pay you back.”

Cloudhawk glanced over his shoulder. “You were planning to kill Lance Nilam, weren’t you?”

The accusation caught Idonea by surprise. She was suddenly vigilant, almost hostile. “Kill? Absolutely not.”

Was this man one of the sissy boy’s guards?

“Relax, I’m on your side.”

“Oh, so you’re also…” Was he also here to deal with the Byzantium noble? If that was the case, then they were indeed allies.

Information passed slowly through the ruined world, so while Idonea knew of Lance, she had few details to go by. For instance, what he looked like. Her assumption was that the gluttonous pig was a fat waste of space, so she didn’t suspect this new stranger of being her target.

They continued to talk as they made their way through the city. Gradually, the girl’s wariness began to subside. Meanwhile, he was gathering precious information.

Idonea was the daughter of Bruno Argyris – the very same master of spatial power he fought back home. He might have been defeated by Cloudhawk, but a man with his skills was a rare treasure all throughout the world. Quite the surprise that he should run into the man’s daughter here.

The more she spoke with this strange man, the more evident it became that he was a mature and experienced figure. A man with a story. Women were empathetic, and she could feel how life had left its scars on this youth. He was exactly the sort of fellow that attracted young girls like her.

He was also rather good-looking.

When the conversation turned to Bruno, he shared something with her. “Don’t worry, your father is fine. You’ll see one another again someday.”

She took his words as nothing more than an attempt to comfort her. However, there was something about the way he said it that calmed her heart and made her think it was true.

“We’re out.”

As soon as he said the words, Idonea saw the mist before them part. A quiet residential area of Fulmulta surrounded by towering buildings was revealed.

“Oh… how did we get all the way out here?”

Idonea looked around and noted this area of the city was at least three districts away from the inn. They had to have been walking for several hours. A direct path back at a quick pace would have taken only half an hour or so.

Dawn’s light was beginning to peek over the horizon.

“It’s too late. Too late…” Disappointment marred her pretty features. With the sun, any chance to kill the Byzantium dandy was gone. By now, her family was probably already looking for her.

Cloudhawk’s tone was calm. “You’re so against marrying this man?”

She bristled like a cat whose tail had been stepped on. “I would rather die!”

He nodded. “You’re right. It’s too late. Better get back. I’m sure a solution will present itself in time. I’ll continue to help you.”

“Sir, I still don’t even know your name.”

“You’ll know the next time we meet.” In an almost theatrical fashion, Cloudhawk turned away. He waved over his shoulder, clasped his hands behind his back, and meandered back through the streets from whence they came.

“Well, if I can’t get rid of him before marriage, then there will be other chances. I won’t even let him touch me.” She made the promise while watching Cloudhawk wander off. She’d been lucky he had been there to save her from such a vicious trap.

But who is he?



1 Her last name, meaning “silver”, should sound familiar. Her first name means “proper, upright, and suitable.”

6 / The Crusades


Cloudhawk teleported back to the inn. A short time later, members of the Nilam family were knocking on his door.

“Young Master, the Argyris family is very large and influential in the capital. You mustn’t cause a scene. It’s vital we make a good first impression. This isn’t our home, and opposing families are everywhere. The slightest provocation...” he pleaded.

Cloudhawk dismissed him with a wave and a smirk.

His answer was a sigh from the steward. He prayed there’d be no trouble because the wedding wasn’t what concerned him. It was the relationship between their two families. The most frantic worry was that Lance wouldn’t be able to change his character. Their family couldn’t afford to pay off the populace of the capital.

They were received by the Argyris family later that day.

It was no wonder they were one of the city’s grandest residents. Their welcoming party could be called luxurious, headed by a procession of one hundred lily-white griffins. Following were nearly one thousand more representatives, which consisted of dancers, singers, and troops. The dramatic display had started to gather a crowd.

Seated upon one of the beasts, Cloudhawk was brought to the Argyris family mansion. There he was greeted by the family patriarch.

Extended noble families were complex. Leadership was striated into the patriarch, the elder, heads of families, stewards, butlers, and more. Although the titles of patriarch and elder sounded very similar, the affairs they saw to were very different.

The patriarch was often away, seeing to the family’s industries, managing trade, and arranging policy. The elder, on the other hand, saw to the workings of the family itself. Whoever it was had to be among their most powerful and capable members.

Elders remained with the family. They were responsible for keeping it running. In the absence of a patriarch, they made the decisions. This wedding had all been arranged by the elder of the Argyris family.

Fulmulta had four great houses, and the Argyris family was among them. It was guided by the young and famously capable Bruno Argyris. Not long ago, their polish had begun to wane, while in Byzantium, the Nilams were on the rise. Byzantium was the distribution hub of the realm, a portal to many things.

It was a fine alliance, one where both sides came out on top.

The elder – Noah Argyris1– first made the proposal a year ago. He argued that the young man was very suitable to marry the patriarch’s youngest, Idonea. She was the only member left unmarried. However, while there had been a lot of talk about it, the patriarch did not give his blessing. Thus, it dragged on.

Several months later, Master Bruno left for Skycloud.

Since then, there had been no word from their patriarch. The suspicion that he had died was gaining ground. No joy came from it because they were not just losing a patriarch but also a local legend. Without him, their family’s voice became a whisper. Marriage was a quick solution to an urgent problem.

Noah put forth his plan before the heads of the family once again. This time, it was accepted without issue. In his capacity as acting patriarch, Noah accepted the proposal. Idonea was bound to comply.

“Welcome, Young Master Lance Nilam, to the capital.”

Noah’s long white hair flowed in the breeze of the griffin’s wings. His right hand rested on the head of a cane, which he used only a little to help him bow.

To play his role, Cloudhawk adopted a magnanimous bearing. In a voice dripping with scorn, he muttered, “This is the family mansion? A little rundown, isn’t it? Nothing like the home I came from.”

All at once, the entire Nilam procession winced.

Stroking his beard, Noah answered with a chuckle. He knew a bit about this young master, so the crude words were not shocking. These theatrics weren’t important, so long as their family won support. Nothing about Lance or his personality was of any concern to the elder.

A steward cleared his throat to dispel the tension. “May we ask where Miss Idonea may be?”

Noah couldn’t stop his brows from furrowing ever so slightly. Idonea had been causing him no small measure of heartache. She even ran away in the night! Luckily, someone snatched her up by morning, avoiding an embarrassing situation.

“Idonea is getting ready. She will be with us shortly.”

No sooner did he make the promise than a small group came in from a nearby yard. They were all clustered around the young Argyris miss. A petulant look was on her face, a look that had been there since she swore to fight this to the end. It was fully in her mind to smash this sissy boy’s nose in first thing, then he’d know that she wasn’t going to be an obedient wife. Maybe if he understood what he was getting into, he’d call off the wedding.

“Which one is Lance!? Pull him out here immediately! I want to see if you’ve sprouted three heads and six arms because that’s the only way you’d have the courage to -… huh? What are you doing here?!”

Idonea had recognized him in the middle of her tirade. Same blond hair, blue eyes, and coquettish smile. It was him, the same man who saved her.

Irritation crept into the elder’s voice. “Idonea! What possessed you to be so rude!?”

A wry and pained smile touched the Nilam family steward’s face. This young miss seemed as unfettered as the young master. Things were sure to get interesting.

“This Is Young Master Lance.”

When he said the words, it was like Idonea had been stung by a scorpion. Fear, confusion, shock, and anger flooded her mind when she realized it. She’d been tricked!

“You’re Lance?!” she screeched. “You lied to me!”

Noah was surprised by the outburst. “You know each other?”

“So you’re Miss Idonea. I didn’t recognize you.” The young master smirked sheepishly. He looked her up and down for a moment before turning back to the elder. “We met not long ago. Would it be alright if she and I got a few minutes alone?”

“Of course.”
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Cloudhawk and Idonea walked out across the manor property shoulder-to-shoulder in awkward silence.

She was furious. The feeling like she was a complete idiot hounded her. Somehow, she fell for his trick – that fog had to have come from him. Her goal now was to get far away from him.

“Don’t even bother talking to me. I will never marry you!” Lance wasn’t the sort of man she expected, but Idonea wasn’t going to marry anyone!

Cloudhawk looked out over a serene lake surface. “Do you remember what I said last night? I’m on your side.”

She paused. What did he mean? It dawned on her that maybe he had something worse planned instead of marriage.

“Unfortunately, there’s no way to break the engagement. The wedding isn’t important anyway – just business between two families. Neither of them is willing to risk this farce.”

“So what can we do?”

“Pretend to be married.”

“Phah!” Idonea sniffed at the idea. “Why should I trust you?”

“Only for a little while and only for appearances. In exchange, you’ll be given more space and freedom.” Cloudhawk picked up a stone and threw it into the lake. An explosion of ripples formed, and he turned back to Idonea. “What do you want to do right now?”

“I want… to see my father.”

“Right answer. He’s over at Skycloud, so if you want to see him again, that’s where you need to go. Only you don’t have the capability to make that journey yourself. That leaves you with only one path.”

“You mean the Crusade?!”

The Crusade was the name of the newly forged army and its purpose. It was filled with soldiers from many Elysian lands, containing only the most elite warriors and demon hunters. When they were selected, they were sent by special airships to Sky Fortress to join the main force.

It was very difficult for ordinary people to be chosen, but that was not the case with the Argyris family.

“Right again. It’s the only way. We agree to get married, then join the Crusade. You can avoid the complications of marriage and make your way to Skycloud to find your father. What do you think?”

“But why are you trying to help?” His idea made sense. When she joined the army, there was a period of at least six months during which she couldn’t go home. It was the best way to escape her situation.

“I said I am on your side. I’m also interested in joining the Crusade myself.”

Was this really the same Lance Nilam from Byzantium? It seemed a lot of the rumors about him weren’t necessarily accurate.

Idonea answered, “They say there’s a demon leader of the wastes near Skycloud, trying to destroy the world. Strong, frightening. He even corrupted the Cloud God, and the traitor has now joined him. You aren’t even a little scared? Anyway, the battlefield is in chaos. There are said to be tens of thousands of heathen troops.”

“You say scary, I say exciting.”

“You sure are a strange one.”

“So what do you think of my proposal?”

Idonea thought it over for a little while. The two of them, joining the Crusade… It was an effective way to get away from their families and their meddling. She didn’t think it would be hard to do either.

They were both demon hunters, after all. Her family was large, so some were up there at Sky Fortress already. If they wanted in, she had the means.



1 Argyris was the name chosen for the family, last name 银 or silver. The elder’s first name is 虹 or rainbow. I chose Noah for a couple reasons. First, as an elder, he is trying to guide his family from destruction (animals from the flood). Second, the rainbow was sent by god to biblical Noah as a promise that his family would never again face a flood, strengthening this man’s savior image.

7 / A Duel


Cloudhawk was using Idonea, there was no question. She increased the odds of his cover remaining intact.

As they spoke, Sky Fortress was coming towards them. However, the altitude and velocity of the structure was ever changing. One thing was certain: neither the Green Alliance nor the power of the Cloud God could tear it down – even if it appeared right over Skycloud. They wouldn’t even be able to tell it was there.

As far as Cloudhawk could tell, their best shot was to destroy the fortress from the inside. Sneak in and strike at its core. With Sky Fortress out of the picture, the danger to the Green Alliance would be eliminated.

Of course, if he had this thought, the Supremes must have as well. Unless he was mistaken, Cloudhawk figured they were hiding their base somehow – probably by warping the space around it. That prevented Cloudhawk from easily teleporting inside. In addition, there were almost certainly a number of defenses engaged.

Getting in would be difficult. He had to make sure his identity was airtight, and this girl was a good way to make that happen. She was also his ticket to the fortress. As for whether it was morally right, that was none of Cloudhawk’s concern.

Getting to Sky Fortress was only the first step. After all, Cloudhawk’s aim was to bring down all four of the Supremes. When that time came, he planned to release Bruno. At least Idonea would get her wish and he would have kept his promise.

The two spoke for a little while and came to an understanding. Just the fact that their exchange hadn’t come to blows yet was a shock to both families.

The Nilam family steward stroked his beard and, with a grin, muttered to the person by his side, “Our young master may have a troublesome personality, but he definitely has a way with women. It seems he likes this one. And by the looks of her, she is special, even for the capital.”

His words were followed by a declaration from Idonea. “I will accept the wedding arrangement for our families, with one condition – afterwards, I will join the army!”

Brows rose, and mouths fell open. Lance followed suit, announcing his intention to fight as well. Where had this come from? Ultimately, though, it didn’t matter. While strange, the representatives of both houses were simply happy the wedding would be going forward. It wasn’t uncommon for the young, strong, and idealistic of the realm to want to serve.

Let them fight. What was important was that the wedding concluded smoothly. A brief discussion was had, and the ceremony was planned for three days later. There was no reason to drag it out, and a quick deal was beneficial for all involved. News spread quickly, and it became a widely discussed topic over meals and tea.

“So the plan is set. We pretend to get married. Just for show, so don’t even think of laying a finger on me!” She still didn’t trust Lance, so Idonea made sure to reiterate her warning. “Keep your word!”

“Relax, Miss Argyris. I may not be much, but I have my pride. Anyway, I haven’t even the slightest interest in you. So make sure you don’t start to fall for me.”

“You-”

Her eyes bulged in anger. She didn’t want to marry this man and she meant it, but hearing his overt dismissal was like a slap in the face. It had nothing to do with him necessarily. Rather, it was because of her pride and self-confidence.

She was about to spit a few choice words when suddenly, there was a sound from outside. Someone was calling her name.

“Idonea! Idonea! You can’t get married! Stop- why are you trying to stop me?! Don’t you know who I am? Release me this instant!”

“Oh no!” Idonea’s face fell. “What is he doing here?”

“Who’s shouting like that? Is that your boyfriend?”

“Nonsense! He’s my friend, Jupiter Merlo1.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes twinkled. He stared like he could see right through her. “Just a friend?”

Idonea scowled. With a huff, she continued, Jupiter Merlo. His family is famous in Fulmulta. We grew up together. He’s like an older brother. I don’t see him that way.”

“Why not?” Cloudhawk was genuinely interested. “You’re both from noble families, roughly the same age, and he’s out there screaming your name. It sure looks like he sees you that way.”

She sniffed dismissively. “He’s too impulsive. I like men who are calm and considerate, not immature.”

It sounded to him like she was a fan of older men.

“It’s getting noisy out there. Let’s see what’s going on.”

“I advise you to stay here. Jupiter has a bad temper and some skill. I’m afraid he might hurt you.”

“It’s fine. I’m not afraid.”

With that, Cloudhawk stepped out into the hall. Idonea followed close behind.

The front of the mansion was clogged by a small group. Leading them was a young man dressed in white, maybe eighteen or nineteen years old. Immature was indeed the way to describe him, especially with that look of petulant rage twisting his features and turning his cheeks red.

This was Jupiter Merlo, one of the city’s most promising youths. Idonea described him as a childhood friend, but it was clear the nobleman was carrying a torch for her. Unfortunately for him, the Merlos and Argyris were not allies. Over the years, the animosity between their houses had only grown deeper. Because of strategic considerations, Idonea’s family would never agree to a marriage between them.

“You worthless dogs! You’re willing to sacrifice a lifetime of happiness for Idonea for some sham marriage! I, Jupiter Merlo, will not stand for it!” Jupiter jabbed forward a spear that he held tightly in his hand. “On my honor, if you try to stop me, I’ll cut you down!”

“Jupiter! Stop making such a fuss!” Several Argyris family members gathered round to try and dissuade him. Jupiter paid them no mind. He was here to save his childhood friend and little sister. He was ready for a fight if that’s what they wanted, but before he could take a swing, two figures appeared.

“Don’t worry Idonea. I’m here to save you!” He fixed his bloodshot eyes on the young woman.

Cloudhawk looked him up and down and shook his head. What a fool. Didn’t he see that Idonea wasn’t at all interested in him? All of this needless drama, what was the point of getting so riled up?

If Idonea really liked him, why didn’t she ask for his help with her assassination plot? After all, he was supposed to be a lot stronger in comparison, at least according to her.

The object of Jupiter’s valiant mission scowled and chastised him. “Jupiter, I know you care about me, but you need to go. I’ve already agreed to the marriage.”

“No! No! How could you agree to this? Are these old snakes forcing you?” The young man’s soft features stared back incredulously. “I refuse to believe it, not for a moment! I cannot just stand by and watch you leap into the flames! I’ve looked into this Lance Nilam character, and it is clear he is no good. If you marry him, you will never be happy!”

A smile crept onto Cloudhawk’s face. It was like watching a bad play.

He’d seen dramas like this back at Skycloud, in between all the fighting and killing. They never ceased to amuse him. Both these kids were younger than Cloudhawk. It wasn’t that he was a lot older, but the experiences he’d had were enough for several lifetimes. To him, these two were infants.

At a glance, Cloudhawk could see that Jupiter wasn’t a pushover. He had potential, but he was far too delicate. No wonder Idonea wasn’t interested in him.

“Enough. You will always be my big brother, but this decision is mine to make.” She did not mince her words. “Go – home.”

Jupiter felt like he’d been punched in the chest. He knew he couldn’t drag her away by himself, but he’d come anyway. Honestly, he hadn’t thought this far ahead. He couldn’t save her so… what now? Did she really want to marry this guy?

“He must have said something to you. Some lie to trick you into this!” Jupiter tightened his grip on his spear and ground his teeth. He pointed it towards the man standing by Idonea’s side. “I challenge you to a duel!” he screeched.



1 玄天策 – “black sky policy/plan/scheme”. Merlo is an Italian/Spanish surname meaning blackbird (black + sky). Jupiter was the god of the sky and kings (sky + policy + scheming since he is supposed to share the same characteristics as Zeus, a famous schemer).

8 / Meeting Challenges


“I challenge you to a duel!” Jupiter waggled his spear at the handsome stranger. “If you consider yourself a man, if you have any shred of honor, then you’ll fight me!”

This one was full of piss and vinegar. Cloudhawk had left that phase of his life behind a long time ago.

He recognized the young man’s actions as childish. He really thought beating Cloudhawk would win him back his love. Maybe the plan was to kill him and save the woman from what he thought was a terrible fate.

He didn’t understand a damn thing. Didn’t he know that nothing forced turned out well? Was he so blind that he couldn’t see Idonea wasn’t at all interested in him?

“Heh, I didn’t expect Miss Idonea to be so popular.” Cloudhawk didn’t have any reason to accept this bullshit duel. To try and diffuse the situation, he poked fun at Idonea instead. “Look at this brave, handsome young man willing to put it all on the line for you.”

She ignored him completely. “Jupiter, I’m asking you to stop this right now. You’re embarrassing me!”

“This is quite enough!” Noah stepped out from the crowd, no longer able to tolerate this nonsense. “Think of how you’re representing your family. I will forget that this ever happened if you leave at once and stop making trouble!”

“I will not!” Love had addled the young man’s brain. Nothing mattered except his headstrong desire to impress Idonea. Thus, he thrust his spear towards Cloudhawk like an accusing finger and shouted angrily. “Don’t hide behind a woman! Step forward and fight me!”

Cloudhawk couldn’t keep the smile from creeping into his lips.

Idonea and representatives from the Nilam family seemed to sense his intentions at the same moment. The steward rushed forward to try and settle things down. “You mustn’t do anything foolish! You aren’t his match. Jupiter is one of the Mighty Ten!”

The Mighty Ten was a moniker given to a very specific group. Older than ten and younger than twenty, it was a group of young people with surprising potential. They were the most outstanding youths throughout the realm and the future of Fulmulta.

Jupiter was only eighteen or nineteen, but he was nearly as strong as a veteran demon hunter. He was also a passable martial artist, further proving his excellence. How was Lance – a piddling lesser noble from some backwater city – supposed to stand against him?

“What’s wrong?” Jupiter continued to taunt him. “Are you too scared to accept the challenge? If you don’t even have the courage to face me, then you should just run back to your hovel!”

“Get out of Fulmulta!”

“Flee! With your tail between your legs!”

Several others from Jupiter’s retinue shouted jibes. The Argyris family members glowered in anger.

On the surface, it looked like Jupiter had made an impulsive move, but that wasn’t necessarily the case. The men he’d brought with him were capable members of the Merlo family guard. They wouldn’t be here without the family patriarch’s blessing.

This whole thing stank of trickery. The Merlos didn’t want to see the Argyris family gain support from Byzantium. They were trying to undermine the wedding.

“Coward! Come on and fight!” Jupiter continued to shriek at him with bulging red eyes like some sort of wild animal. He was willing to die on this anthill he’d created.

“Young master, you can’t,” the steward warned.

Idonea also leaned in and spoke to him in low tones. “The Mighty Ten aren’t called that just for show. You can’t beat him. If you fight, it will end badly. Don’t let him get to you. Let the family leaders handle this.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t at all interested in fighting the mouthy youth. It was like a rabbit trying to irritate an elephant, or an infant flinging insults at a grizzled warrior. He wasn’t the sort to pick on people weaker than himself.

The Mighty Ten? You could bundle them all together and Cloudhawk wouldn’t spare them a glance. Even if all the strongest people in Stormford were brought together, they’d only amount to a mild challenge for him, hardly a threat.

Cloudhawk had risen to heights greater than any human before him. He didn’t need to prove anything by spanking a child.

That said…

“Alright!”

Everything stopped as a sea of shocked faces turned towards Cloudhawk. Was he crazy? Accepting a challenge from one of the Mighty Ten? He was asking to be humiliated!

Cloudhawk’s eyes were trained on the young man. “If I beat you, do I become one of these ‘Mighty Ten’?”

Jupiter didn’t respond right away. Frankly, he hadn’t expected Lance to accept the challenge.

“You think a piece of trash like you is worthy of the title?” He was almost insulted by the suggestion. It wasn’t just a slight on him but also on the Mighty Ten as a whole! “Yes, if you beat me, you will take my place among the Mighty Ten. But don’t think it’s possible! What a laughable concept!”

The Nilam family steward, knowing the young master’s temperament, was nonetheless surprised by his actions. He was acting like this duel meant nothing! Like a stroll through the local brothel!

“Ridiculous!” Noah scowled in frustration. “In three days’ time, there will be a wedding. How can you think of fighting now? Jupiter, enough is enough! I have held back out of respect for your family. If you continue this childish tantrum, I will lose my temper!”

The elder’s warning rolled off the youth. “Lance has already accepted. As a demon hunter, he is bound by his word. To do anything else would make him unworthy.”

“He has a point.” Cloudhawk stepped out from the crowd. “A real man keeps his promises. I never backed down from a challenge back in Byzantium, and I’m not going to be intimidated by this child. I will beat him, take his title as one of the Mighty Ten, and then marry his girl.”

All of a sudden, everyone was in an uproar. Members of the Nilam entourage were on the verge of tears. Of course he wasn’t afraid of anyone in Byzantium! His father was the governor! The strong were as numerous as clouds back home. No one dared to get on his bad side. But this wasn’t his territory. And his opponent was known for his abilities!

Idonea was also at a loss. She didn’t care at all for this outsider, but their talk yesterday had proved that he wasn’t like what all the stories claimed. Only now, he seemed as conceited and shortsighted as she’d heard, and he wanted to make his name fighting in the Crusade?

Noah Argyris didn’t say a word. He just wanted to put an end to this farce.

As everyone was shouting, Lance stepped forward, pulling something from his sleeve. With a flick of the wrist, it became a whip roughly three meters long. It flickered with purplish red light that crackled ominously. This treasure was an heirloom of the Nilam family, Flamevolt.

It was a dual relic of fire and electricity, capable of dealing considerable damage. Yet strong as it was, no one had seen Lance use it since he became a demon hunter. Now was the first time it was making an appearance.

“What can we do? We must stop this now!” One of the Argyris family leaders quailed. “If he’s injured – or worse, killed – it will surely ruin our relationship with his family!”

Noah stared hard at Lance. For some reason, he felt that there was something off about him. The elder had spent years reading people, but this one was a mystery. “Let’s wait and see. We’ll act when it is necessary to act.”

Jupiter was surprised that his opponent would step forward right away. “Look at this little frog, leaping out of his well and hoping to become one of the Mighty Ten. Let me show you which one of us is worthy of Idonea.”

“Yeah? Well, allow me to let you in on something. Even if I never came here, you would never have a shot with her.”

Jupiter flew into a rage. He launched himself forward like an arrow, both hands on his weapon. The black blade belched fog all around, filling the chamber. Cloudhawk was suddenly assailed by a series of stabbing attacks.

Not bad! There had to be over a hundred attacks every second.

Jupiter’s weapon was called the Spear of a Thousand Shadows. It bore the rare power of darkness, both powerful and hard to create.

Idonea watched with her breath held as this dandy boy happily kicked the hornet’s nest. Members of the Nilam family grappled with the thought of getting involved. How would they ever face Byzantium’s governor if they let his son be cut into pieces?

Cloudhawk, meanwhile, completely ignored the loftily named Spear of a Thousand Shadows. With a quick flick of his wrist, Flamevolt came alive.


9 / Total Tyranny


As quick as lightning! A flood of cutting darkness descended on Cloudhawk. Jupiter was as skilled as people said, and that made the Nilam family members nervous.

Idonea didn’t care much for this Lance character, but she didn’t wish him harm either. As for Jupiter, he was rash and immature, but they had grown up together. If he murdered Lance, it would be no small matter.

A blood feud would erupt between three families. People would come after Jupiter for vengeance, and the Argyris name would be dragged through the mud. If Idonea understood only this much about the potential political turmoil, it was enough. She didn’t want any of this. The consequences would be irreversible.

Noah and the other family leaders were about to intervene when, much to their surprise, the whip in Cloudhawk’s hand began to move. Like a bolt of lightning or an angry snake, the whip lashed into the dark fog. There was a deafening CRACK, like lightning striking a tree.

What did Flamevolt hit?

A second later, the fog dissipated. The power of Jupiter’s spear faded away, and its bearer was revealed. He’d been knocked several meters back, and a stinging pain burned across his chest. The young man looked down to find a black mark across his front. His armor had been split apart, and the surface radiated with red heat.

“He was knocked back?!”

Shocked mutters rippled among the crowd.

Instead of battling recklessly against Jupiter’s attack, Lance had bypassed it all and struck right where he knew the younger fighter would be. In the midst of the onslaught, the whip caught the Merlo family youth squarely in the chest.

It made sense. Why fight so hard? There was no point in charging through an attack when you could cut it off at the root.

Cloudhawk’s rapid attack hadn’t been strong, but the speed and precision were enough to surprise everyone. His steward fumbled over the words, “Y-young Master, what a shot! Has he been hiding this skill all along? I heard that before we left for the capital he defeated his older brother. It seems the stories were true!”

Cloudhawk wasn’t stupid enough to unleash his full strength. Just a fraction of his ability was enough to thoroughly embarrass this child. His earliest memories were of struggle and bloody survival. He came to Stormford a grizzled survivor.

What’s more, he was absorbing more of the Demon King’s memories every day. Mysteries of how to use relics and more effective ways to kill flooded his mind. And what of Jupiter, this member of the “Mighty Ten”? It was a fancy name, but one given to a bunch of children who’d grown up in an era of peace and plenty. Stormford hadn’t seen any conflict in centuries. He was a noble’s son, which meant there was no chance that he was trained like a real soldier.

Jupiter wasn’t discouraged. It was luck, that’s all! This time, he would cut the bastard in half! Bolstering his pride, he lashed out with his spear once again. Innumerable cuts filled the space, threatening to envelop the foreign noble.

Cloudhawk was moving even before Jupiter’s attack began, like he knew it was coming. His arm whipped up, and Flamevolt wrapped around the branch of a nearby tree. It contracted, pulling on the sturdy bough and launching Cloudhawk into the air – and out of the way of Jupiter’s attack.

“Where are you running!?”

Jupiter wrenched around and stabbed towards the sky. In response, Cloudhawk disentangled Flamevolt from the tree and whipped his arm around. The slender weapon slithered past the flurry of blows to strike Jupiter in his right hand where the Spear of a Thousand Shadows was being held.

Crack! A pained yelp followed.

The cutting shadows disappeared in an instant. The most dangerous of them, aimed at Cloudhawk’s forehead, vanished mere centimeters from their target. Nevertheless, Cloudhawk never showed any signs of fear. Once again, he had easily disarmed Jupiter’s attack.

That difficult-to-avoid thread of fire and electricity was causing Jupiter no end of trouble. Its position was changing constantly, even during an attack. It made it difficult for him to lock down his target.

How?

Cloudhawk didn’t offer Jupiter any chance to save face. He lashed out again and again with the whip reaching a full ten meters towards the target. Every strike was different and fell upon the young man like a lightning storm. Scorched whip marks peppered his body.

Noah was stunned. The other members of the Nilam family were too, as was Idonea.

They watched the oft-maligned Byzantium dandy almost whip his opponent to pieces. Jupiter’s attacks were far stronger than Cloudhawk’s, but somehow, the older challenger saw right through each of them. Likewise, while Cloudhawk’s attacks weren’t strong, they were so precise as to be unavoidable.

In a handful of seconds Jupiter had been caught by twenty lashes.

Black burn marks crisscrossed his entire form, especially his hands. His metal gauntlets were in tatters and dripped blood. Jupiter’s hands were too mangled to hold his weapon.

Anger welled up inside of him, so intense that Jupiter wasn’t thinking straight. His attacks grew more and more imperfect, while his foe’s superhuman perception picked out even the slightest flaws. He felt helpless.

No, it didn’t matter! He would crush him under his full strength! Idonea would not be stolen away by this foul man!

Jupiter howled like a beast caught in a trap. Mental energy poured from him in an unmitigated flood, and his spear launched into another set of attacks. However, this time, they were not spread out across an area. They coalesced into a single stream.

“No! Jupiter is going to kill him!”

Everyone could see the young man was throwing all of his strength into this attack. It reached up to a hundred meters and was shockingly wide. If it struck, there wouldn’t even be a corpse to bring back to Byzantium.

Jupiter’s eyes were wide and bloodshot. “Diiiee!”

The Spear of a Thousand Shadows stretched unsettlingly until it was eight to nine meters long. It screamed towards Cloudhawk, yet he remained calm. The whip in his hands never stopped its dance, spiraling around to form a vortex before him.

When the spear reached him, he pulled. Cloudhawk’s whip wrapped around the spear’s shaft and tugged it to the side. In the last instant, the spear’s trajectory shifted, just as it released its energy in a deadly torrent.

The thick wall of the Argyris family mansion was blasted to pieces! Jupiter’s impressive strength was on full display. However, the attack had taken nearly all of Jupiter’s power to execute. After using it, he was tapped out for the moment. While he was catching his breath, Cloudhawk pulled his spear back.

The younger man felt a sharp tug, more than his beaten hands could contend with. His spear slipped from his grasp and was flung a hundred meters away. It buried itself in a small hill in the mansion gardens.

The outcome was clear.

Cloudhawk looked over at Jupiter, who was nearly mad with fury. “A soldier’s weapon is ten times more important than any lover. If as a soldier, you can’t even hold onto your weapon, how are you supposed to protect the people you care about? As far as I can tell, these Mighty Ten are only mighty in name.”

The members of the Argyris family looked on with confused expressions. The Nilam family entourage looked sheepish. Beating the poor boy was enough, and some banter meant nothing. But insulting the Mighty Ten? This young outsider certainly didn’t mince his words.

Noah interrupted with a gentle cough. “Jupiter, you’ve lost.”

The beaten youth looked up at Lance, then over at Idonea. Like a broken man, he turned away and left, even leaving his spear behind. Today, he’d lost not only the girl he loved but also his pride.

Cloudhawk watched him go with a smirk. Shame was important, if you allowed it to make you stronger. Experiencing defeat was what made a real warrior. Jupiter was young. He would bounce back.

“Congratulations, young Lance!” Noah strode forward. “You have won victory over Jupiter and have the right to count yourself among the Mighty Ten.”

The steward joined in excitedly. “When your mother and father hear the news, they’re sure to be thrilled!”

Idonea watched Jupiter slink away. Only once he was gone did her eyes turn back to the mysterious noble who had come to marry her. She felt… strange. If Lance was able to defeat Jupiter, then they all had underestimated him.


10 / The Wedding


Finally, the ruckus was over. However, the result of that contest was sure to cause excitement throughout the city.

Jupiter Merlo – one of the Mighty Ten – lost to a nameless outsider. Not only did it send a shock through the younger generation, but it also drew a lot of attention from many of the city’s forces.

Most pleasantly surprised by the outcome was Noah Argyris. The hope had been merely to solidify a union. All Lance had to do was not cause too much trouble. What he never imagined was that this young man was so strong. With the right training, he could grow to be a pillar of their great family.

Cloudhawk’s actions had all been calculated. He didn’t care about the kid, nor was he out to humiliate him so badly for no reason. What he wanted was to be part of this “Mighty Ten.” He figured it would help his mission if he were.

Noah and the other family leaders were getting on in the years. It would be their priority to train Lance, cultivating him for eventual leadership. What Cloudhawk lacked was an in with the military. He needed a way to convince them to send him to Sky Fortress.

The Argyris family was one of the biggest in Stormford. They had people in all levels of the army. With a word, they could get him in. He wouldn’t even need to fight – just kick around for a little while to raise his profile.

Another mark on his record, another step closer to Sky Fortress.

Idonea’s curiosity got the better of her. “You don’t seem all that strong. How were you able to beat Jupiter?”

“Which do you think is stronger, a wolf or a cow? Strength isn’t the only ingredient for victory. The only way it is… is if you are greatly superior in strength. Otherwise, you could always change the outcome with skill.”

She was absorbed in thought. Throughout her training, Idonea had focused on increasing her mental power. Seeing how Cloudhawk defeated Jupiter was eye-opening and had her questioning her tactics. Mental strength alone wasn’t enough. She also had to improve her skills and experience.

The Crusade was the perfect chance. She could search for her father while making herself a better warrior. It was obvious to her that if she wanted to protect herself from being pushed around, she had to be strong enough to stand up to people.

“You sure are an interesting one.” She looked him over. “You’re not a weakling and definitely have what it takes to amount to something. Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem you’ve done yourself any favors in the public eye.”

It was nonsense, of course. The real Lance probably would have cowered behind Idonea today if he were here. But Cloudhawk didn’t need to overly inflate himself, so he replied dismissively, “Our life belongs to us – you can only live for yourself. What does it matter what other people think? We draw breath for only a handful of years. After a few centuries, we’re nothing but a speck of light, a mote of dust. Might as well enjoy it while it lasts, right?”

“I don’t agree with that at all!” Idonea’s face grew solemn, and she spoke with earnestness. “Our lives are our own, but we have family and loved ones to think about. There are plenty of people who rely on us. Even dust has worth. We can’t just cast aside all of that responsibility and live only for ourselves. Without them to live it with us, what’s the point?”

“Oh?”

Cloudhawk was mostly spouting bullshit. However, it seemed it’d struck a chord with this sixteen-year-old girl. Obviously, there was more going on in her head than he had thought.

In the end, there was no right answer. At the end of the day, everyone made their own choices about how to live their lives. Spurning the losers and praising the idealists was pointless. Pursuing one’s goals unerringly was difficult, nor was it easy to completely free oneself from enticing pleasures. No more worth was given to one or the other – they were just differing attitudes.

… but what bullshit, really. If Cloudhawk had a choice, he sure as shit wouldn’t be here. He was strong enough to go wherever and do whatever he wanted. If he could really make that choice, no one would ever find him.

“Let’s drop it.” Cloudhawk wasn’t in the mood to discuss philosophical issues with this kid. “The wedding is in two days. What do you plan to do with your final hours as a single woman?”

Her eyes widened. “Our wedding is fake, remember?! The whole thing will be forgotten once I find my father.”

“I know, I know. You don’t need to remind me every five minutes. Honestly, I have no interest in you that way.”

“You’re such a bastard! I’ll kick your ass!”

She grabbed the closest thing within reach – something hanging on the nearby wall – and flung it at him. Cloudhawk lazily knocked it away. It was a flute, one of many used the Stormford’s arts culture and thus not valuable. It was a delicate instrument. Cloudhawk took a minute to look it over, admiring its construction.

“What are you doing?” Idonea glared at him. “You aren’t going to tell me you can play that thing.”

“I learned a little to help me impress the ladies.”

“You really are a pig.”

Cloudhawk walked over to the window, put the flute to his lips, and gave a gentle blow. A couple inelegant tones were released.

This boastful fool, Idonea thought to herself. He thinks he can just pick it up and impress her? He’s just a playboy. What culture does he really know? But much to her surprise, after a few clumsy tries, the music took on a pleasing flow.

A slow rhythm gradually formed. It was at once lonesome and vigorous, calling to mind a vast and empty landscape. Sad, solemn, and stirring. Idonea listened in silence, looking at him with new eyes. A strange feeling came over her, one she couldn’t quite express. There was a lot more to this man than the stories told, but he still just looked like any other soft noble.

Cloudhawk finished the piece and glanced her way. “What do you think?”

“What was the name of that piece?” she asked. “I haven’t heard it before.”

His response was quiet, thoughtful. “Sands of the Wastelands. I’d be surprised if you had heard it.”

What Elysian would know or understand the culture of the wastes? Of course it wouldn’t be popular. Even if it somehow made its way all the way out here, the style and feel didn’t meld with theirs. How could Idonea know this song came from a distant no man’s land and the ruined godly realm at its border?

Cloudhawk looked out across the city, draped in moonlight. It’d already been several days since he left. He wondered how his friends were doing…

Idonea was right, in a way. There were limits in life. Cloudhawk had the power to be free but also had companions to look after. With them came responsibilities that he couldn’t ignore.

The eagle was earthbound.
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Two days later, Lance Nilam from Byzantium and Idonea Argyris from Fulmulta were married in the capital’s Temple. It was all rushed through for fear that the bride and groom might change their minds. The ceremony was efficient. Luckily for everyone involved, there was no trouble. Neither Lance nor Idonea caused a fuss. Before long, it had come to the final reception.

Within the Temple’s beautiful and intricate halls were two people dressed in wedding garb. Several hundred guests hovered around them. A Master of Ceremonies called out over the festive din. “Let us all welcome the honorable Oracle to bless the new couple!”

Everyone rose and fell quiet. The Oracle was among the Temple’s highest authorities, second only to the High Priest. Even the city’s governor and Commander-General had to pay them respect. It was an honor and a show of deep respect for the Oracle to personally bless this union.

An elderly man in silver-white robes like folds of moonlight stepped forward.

“All praise to the gods. I am greatly heartened to see this pair of talented young people coming together in holy matrimony. Their capabilities and potential bode well for the future of our home. However, what really brings me joy is the decision they have made.”

The Oracle paused for effect before continuing.

“The city’s newest bride and groom have chosen to pledge themselves to our Holy Crusade. When this ceremony has ended, they will report for duty and take their places on the front lines, fighting for the glory of Mount Sumeru. Without question, their noble and glorious acts are a shining example for all. May it guide more young people to take up arms against the evils of the world.”

“May the realm grow in peace and prosperity!” The Oracle raised his arms. “May the gods bless this beautiful couple!”

Cheers answered. Idonea looked out at the sea of smiling faces and then at the man by her side. It was difficult to read what was in her eyes.

Cloudhawk, meanwhile, was getting tired. While his progress had been smooth, it had not been to his liking. The flames of war were growing, and it felt like he was like trying to smother it with paper. What’s more, he wasn’t sure how long he could keep up this charade. The mission had to be completed as quickly as possible and by any means necessary. Skycloud’s days were numbered.


11 / Suspicions


After the wedding, on the third day of Cloudhawk’s arrival to the city, Byzantium’s governor arrived at the capital by boat.

He’d come on short notice for two reasons: To discuss negotiations with Noah Argyris, and to see his newlywed son.

All of a sudden, his worthless son had become useful! His turnaround had been as quick as it had been dramatic. He offered no resistance to the marriage and had caused no trouble so far. What’s more, he even earned himself a spot among the Mighty Ten, news that Lance’s father hardly believed when he heard it.

Was this really his son? When had he become so strong? Jupiter – the young man he’d taken the title from – was said to be as strong as a veteran demon hunter.

A father surely knew the worth of his sons. It seemed impossible that Lance would rise to the occasion. Many in Byzantium still doubted the stories of Lance beating his older brother. All of this was so out of character that the governor had to come and check on things himself.

His loyal steward was waiting on the docks and greeted the Nilam family patriarch when he arrived. “Welcome to the capital, Governor!”

“Where is Lance?”

“Don’t worry, sire. He is waiting for you.”

“How has he been these few days?”

“Completely different. There’s no other way to describe it.” The steward shook his head. He had no explanation. Somehow, the young master had kept his more worthy nature hidden from them all this time. “He’s already earned a name for himself in the city. I know you were worried he’d stir up trouble, but it looks like we fretted for nothing. He’s done the family proud.”

As the steward continued to gush with praise, the lines between Governor Nilam’s brows furrowed deeper. “Do you not find it at all strange? The moment he arrived at the capital, it was like he became a completely different person!”

“Well...” This gave the man pause. “He has changed quite a lot, but he is sire’s son. It’s not like he can be switched somehow. It is my opinion that he has simply matured and now understands what’s at stake.”

No response was forthcoming from the governor. Something just didn’t feel right. “Keep this between us.”

Confusion was in the steward’s expression. Wasn’t it a good thing that his son was behaving? Why did the governor seem so nervous?

Governor Nilam, the steward, and his entourage made their way to the Argyris family home.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was slowly opening his eyes. He felt content, like everything was under control. He’d been made aware that Governor Nilam was on his way, so he’d slipped a spying relic on the steward’s person. After their conversation, he knew there was some suspicion cast his way.

It was fine. There was only a day to go.

Cloudhawk’s acting abilities left much to be desired – after all, he’d never interacted with Lance before recently. He knew he couldn’t deceive the man’s family for long. What’s more, his actions lately had been way out of character for the spoiled noble.

Why hadn’t Cloudhawk been given the identity of someone from the capital? Because a local would have more friends, family, and acquaintances he’d have to try and fool. Coming from outside, the chances of him being caught either in the city or in the Crusade was smaller.

Why, then, did he choose to assume Lance’s identity and marry this girl? That was so he could seamlessly integrate himself into Fulmulta. As a respected son-in-law with a powerful family behind him, he could more easily join the Crusade.

Because information didn’t travel well in the new world, no one in the capital was very familiar with Lance Nilam. Any news they did get was hard to confirm. For that reason, even if he was completely different from what rumors said, it didn’t make the locals particularly suspicious. Between cultivating a bit of a reputation and help from his new family, it wouldn’t be hard to join the army ranks.

However, no one knew the son better than his own father. Even the best actor would be hard-pressed to fool close family.

Cloudhawk knew this was a crucial period in maintaining his identity. If he could get through this without a hitch, there would be no further obstacles. If, on the other hand, something went wrong… then the whole mission would be endangered.

He reflected on this for a moment. Then, making up his mind, space around him rippled, and Cloudhawk disappeared.

The real Lance was still trapped in the strange otherworld. He’d spent days there with no concept of what was happening.

Every day, Cloudhawk would visit to bring him food and water. Although the noble was in low spirits, he was nonetheless in fine health. Lance’s fear and uncertainty became immediately apparent when he saw his doppelganger appear.

“Master! I’m begging you, please let me go! I can’t stay here forever. Let me leave. I beg you! I’ll do whatever you ask, anything at all!”

Lance threw himself on the ground before Cloudhawk. This place was not nearly as threatening as the wastelands, but it was lonely. A person like Lance, with his weak will and constitution, couldn’t stand even the constant illusion of danger. He’d already been broken.

Cloudhawk crouched down and looked him over. “I will give you one chance. If you do absolutely everything I tell you to do exactly as I tell you to do it, then I promise to let you go.”

“Tell me!” Lance said, perking up. “Whatever you ask!”

Cloudhawk’s plan for dealing with Byzantium’s governor was simple. He would let the real Lance take the reins. No lying, no counterfeiting, just the real deal. Of course, this came with its own dangers. There was no telling whether or not this waste of air would play along.

“What? I’ve already married the miss from the Argyris family? I beat Jupiter Merlo and became one of the Mighty Ten?” After the situation was explained to him, Lance was dumbfounded. He knew that none of that was him, of course, but instead this copy that had showed up. He was coming back to the real world because his father was suspicious.

Why would he do all of this? Why would he need Lance’s identity to do it? Lance racked his brain but came no closer to an answer.

Cloudhawk’s frigid voice pressed him. “Can I trust you to do this?”

“Of course! Yes, absolutely!”

“You know what you have to say?”

“I… I know.”

Lance was like a drowning man grasping at straws. He would agree to anything to get away from this place. But then when he saw his father… neither Lance nor Cloudhawk was sure he’d stick to the plan.

“I’m afraid you won’t be reliable, so I’m going to have to make sure you will be.” He looked around for a moment, then pointed to a mountain range a few thousand meters away. “See that mountain?”

Lance followed his finger. It was a strange question. Why was he asking about it? “I do,” he said agreeably.

Cloudhawk took two steps forward. Slow and steady from an outside perspective, they shot him several dozen meters away. Reappearing, his bearing suddenly changed entirely. His presence cut like a deadly sword wrenched from its sheath.

Lance watched in shock as he drew a weapon. Electric power crackled through the air, surging with an intensity he’d never felt before. It coalesced around the sword so that everything around it for a huge swath was nearly crushed under its force.

Deep gray clouds roiled overhead like an angry sea. Cloudhawk slowly raised his weapon, and those clouds split apart as though carved in twain. Without a sound, Cloudhawk brought the sword crashing down, striking the earth before his feet.

A tremendous roar like a thousand thunderclaps boomed across the landscape. All of the power he had summoned was gathered at the sword’s tip. It was released in a breathtaking boom that was more felt than seen. The earth split in a straight line for a thousand meters to create a gaping chasm. The sound of cracking earth was like a thousand galloping horses as it reached the mountain range.

Even from this distance, Lance could see the fissures creeping up the sides. Dazzling light shimmered from where the cliffs parted.

At last, there was a terrible sound as though the sky were falling. Countless chunks of rocks blasted in all directions as most of the mountain collapsed in on itself.

He’d split an entire mountain with one blow! It was terrifying to know such a creature walked the earth!

Lance gulped and nearly choked on his spit. He’d never seen such power before. There was no living thing in all of Stormford that could wield such a level of destruction. He… he wasn’t a man. He was a monster.

“Remember, I will be right beside you the whole time. If you do anything I don’t like…“ Cloudhawk trailed off as he sheathed Immortal Godslayer, letting the scene speak for itself. “Don’t fuck with me. You see what happens to people who do. I will kill anyone who stands in my way, whether they’re a governor or a High Priest. I won’t hesitate to put you or your father in the dirt.”

Any passing thought Lance had of betraying this man had withered and died. For a brief instant, he’d thought of tipping off his father and getting his help to escape. But after seeing the horror this creature wielded, the seed of rebellion died in his heart. It would only get a lot of people killed.

Whoever this person was, he wielded the power of a god or demon. Any misstep and he wasn’t just putting his life in danger, but the lives of his father and his whole family as well. There was no question that his doppelganger would have no qualms erasing an entire family from existence.

“I-I understand.”

“Don’t worry. I really do not want to hurt anyone. I’m only doing what I have to do.”

Lance was relieved to hear it. For a time, he was certain this man wanted him dead. He was afraid it had something to do with his family and the influence they wielded. Instead, Cloudhawk didn’t seem interested in any of that. He trusted him when he said he didn’t want to kill anyone.

What a fortunate turn of misfortune…

“Let’s go.”

Cloudhawk gave Lance a change of clothing, tidied up his appearance, and then the two blinked out of reality.


12 / Father and Son


At last, Lance was back in the world he knew. However, far from being relieved, he felt like he was walking across a bed of nails.

He couldn’t see the monster who’d stolen his identity, but he could feel him right by his side. Somewhere hidden, always watching.

He’d split a mountain with one swing of his sword!

Someone that powerful had to have the mental strength of a Master Demon Hunter. He couldn’t even hold a candle to such a creature. What’s more, he was able to move through space and manipulate reality! If he wanted to hide himself, then a piddling novice like himself would never find him. He only felt the man because he wanted Lance to know he was watching.

It was a threat. A naked, effective threat! Lance felt like he could cry.

He thought about the last twenty years of his life. Lascivious, lazy, bossy… sure he wasn’t a good guy, but he hadn’t seriously hurt anyone! Why were the gods punishing him this way?

And who was this monster? Obviously, he had incredible power, so why bother pretending to be anyone? It was like fate had decided to play a cruel joke on him.

No, enough! Be calm, be collected…

If anything about his face or mannerisms tipped off his father, he was doomed. And not just him but everyone he knew. All of a sudden, Lance went from feeling mostly unimportant to shouldering the lives of his entire family.

“Young Master, your father – the governor – has arrived!”

When word came that his father was here, Lance did not go out to meet him. He remained seated in his room, munching on snacks and sipping on a cup of tea. When his father entered, Lance didn’t even lift his head.

Immediately, the steward scowled in irritation. He opened his mouth to speak but was cut off from a cough by Governor Nilam. The steward, reading the situation, bowed and made his exit.

Lance’s father stepped forward. “You stuck-up little shit. I don’t care how big your britches get. You stand up when I enter a room!”

Lance answered by rolling his eyes. “This isn’t Byzantium. You can’t order people around here. But me? I live here, and I can sit wherever the hell I want. What’s it to you, anyway? Always flapping your lips without saying anything meaningful. So get to the point already.”

Lance’s petulant attitude practically drowned the room.

“You worthless runt!” The governor lost his temper, but that was somehow a relief. His son was the same smartass, disrespectful wastrel he’d always been. Maybe his suspicions were unfounded, but he wanted to be sure.

“Never mind. I’m not here to argue with you. Word got back to us that you defeated Jupiter Merlo! Why didn’t you ever tell your father you were this strong?”

“You think just because you’re my dad you get to know everything about me?” Lance paused to take a sip of tea. “If I have an orgy tonight, am I supposed to share all the details with you too? Really, if I did tell you, what good would come of it? You’d just have me doing shit I don’t want to do every day. Much more comfortable pretending to be a worthless son, am I right?”

Governor Nilam’s face was calm, and the irritation melted away. “What’s wrong with a son doing something for his father? It’s a man’s lot – the stronger he is, the more responsibilities he carries. Besides, I’m at least partially to thank. If I hadn’t invited some of the best teachers to come and train you since you were six years old, would you be where you are today?”

Lance knew his father was trying to convince him. It was true that back when he was six, Nilam invited one of the realm’s most lauded teachers to come. However, he didn’t come to train Lance. He came to train his brother. He tried to learn from watching, which was hardly effective.

Lance spat out a fruit pit. “Bah, what’s this bullshit? I remember you beating me because I didn’t want to study with my brother. Since when did you get that trainer for me?”

Governor Nilam was watching his young son closely. Everything was the same, from his impudent speech to his dismissive attitude. All at once, his suspicions withered. There was no doubt that this was his son.

“Hey-hey! What the fuck did you think you’re doing? You better not be thinking of raising your hand at me!” Lance’s eyes widened when he saw his father step closer. He felt his heart skip a beat. Get back, you idiot! There’s a monster watching all of this who could kill you with his pinkie finger. “I’m a part of the Argyris family. If you do anything, I’ll make sure you regret it!”

The threats did not faze Byzantium’s governor as he stepped close and slapped his hands down on Lance’s shoulders. Nilam’s young master felt the warmth of his father’s palms, seeping through his clothes and into his heart. He looked into his father’s wrinkled eyes and, for a moment, felt emotion well up inside of him. All that hate he thought he had was just a shell.

Now, he recognized how he really felt, but was it too late? He didn’t know… didn’t know if he would live much longer to make things right. His doppelganger was much too terrible, and killing Lance would be like swatting a fly to him.

“We have our issues, you and I, but you’re still young. You don’t understand the pains of being a father. I am a governor also, and that means pressures and responsibilities above the norm for all of us. That’s why I always hoped all three of my sons would grow to be excellent men.” It was the first time Governor Nilam had ever been so candid. “I am proud of you.”

Lance stood still, dumbfounded. After sharing his feelings, the governor turned and walked towards the exit. “Steward, let’s go see the elder.”

The steward hopped into action excitedly. “Of course, Patriarch!”

Lance watched his father leave. He wanted to call out to him, but he didn’t dare. A confusing mix of emotions roiled inside him. All the praise he was given wasn’t because of anything he did, but it felt… good. Maybe the stranger was right. Maybe it was a good thing he was chosen to be replaced.

His thoughts were interrupted by a voice from outside. A young girl’s voice. “I am Idonea, daughter of Bruno Argyris. A pleasure to meet you, Governor.”

“Ah, Mrs. Idonea. We’re family now, so you mustn’t be so formal.” The governor’s rich laughter was muffled by the door. It was a genuine expression of happiness. He was happy with his new daughter-in-law. “That little brat can be a handful sometimes. If he causes you any problems, you just let me know. I’ll break his legs.”

Embarrassment crept into her voice. “Actually, he’s been quite kind,” she said timidly.

“Well, that makes my day to hear, Mrs. Idonea. Seems that kid might have grown up a little.” The governor was so pleased by how things were going that he decided to celebrate with a drink. Such praise from a refined noble such as herself spoke well of his son’s growth. It was unexpected but appreciated.

Lance listened from the other side of the door, stunned. He’d had plenty of women, but they all spent their time with him for his status and money. It was all just a show. He’d always known deep down that he wasn’t worth much – he’d always just relied on his family’s riches and reputation, even to get him into demon hunter training.

Those women from before put up with him. But how did they really feel? He didn’t know.

Lance had been opposed to this marriage, and everyone assumed it was because he was just being contrary. The truth was, however, that he was afraid he didn’t deserve this noble bride. She was the daughter of a mighty patriarch, after all! Her father was the legendary Spatial Master Bruno Argyris!

How could someone as worthless as him live up to her expectations? Yet, somehow, over the last couple of days, he’d become one of Fulmulta’s Mighty Ten, and everything had changed.

He felt lost.

“Hey, you’re just standing there staring into space?”

A pretty young woman of maybe sixteen or seventeen years strode into the room. She was pleasing to look upon, with excellent features and a lithe body. She had a mixture of noble temperament and immaturity that suited her well.

He felt his heart race. It was a unique feeling for him.

“I heard your conversation.” Idonea stepped closer, noting his shocked expression. “You aren’t a child. You shouldn’t quarrel with your father. You should go apologize.”

She wasn’t sure why she felt compelled to share her opinion, but she did. Lance wasn’t sure how to react. He’d never seen this girl before now, but the way he felt… he wished they’d met earlier.

“Your father seems like a decent man.” Idonea had no idea this person she was speaking to now was not the same person she’d gotten to know over the last few days. She was too focused on her own thoughts. “Some things we just have to deal with, like family. Sometimes, it feels more like a burden than a treasure, but if you lost everything one day, you’d see how precious it is.”

Idonea was speaking literally. She realized what she’d lost when her father disappeared. Her mood was low, and she brought it up because she wanted Lance to say something reassuring. Over the last couple of days, she’d felt calm with him, safe.

But this time, he didn’t give her what she wanted. He didn’t say anything at all.

Idonea raised her head and looked into his eyes. They were different somehow, like that profound wisdom wasn’t there anymore.

“Well, figure it out yourself!” Idonea spat the words in irritation and stormed out of the room.

Lance watched her go, obviously upset. He didn’t know why, but he felt guilty.

A few moments later, Cloudhawk appeared from ripples in space. Lance hesitated for a minute but gathered his courage. “If I am going to die, can you do me a favor?”

Cloudhawk looked at him in silence. “What?”

“I want the people of Stormford to remember me as a good man.” Lance considered his words for another moment. “And that girl, if you could...”

“I told you I only need your identity for a little while. When my mission is complete, you’ll be returned to your normal life. How people remember you will be up to you.”

“Would you tell me who you are?” Someone as strong as this stranger had to be widely known.

“I can’t, not right now. But I think you’ll eventually figure it out.”


13 / Joining the Crusade


Governor Nilam remained in the capital for two days and one night before returning home.

He had to leave. Byzantium wasn’t the capital, but it was still a city of over a million citizens. It also served as the gateway to Fulmulta, so it could not be left unattended for long.

And thus, the brief interruption was handled smoothly. Cloudhawk returned Lance to his extra-dimensional prison.

He wasn’t sure what the governor and elder discussed, but it was a quick conversation. Whatever negotiations they were involved in must have gone well. Both sides were pleased with the results.

Noah was especially happy with the arrangement. Not only had Lance done his duty to secure their family union, but he was now also a young man of potential. He was a fine liaison and an even finer future representative of the Argyris family.

Meanwhile, Governor Nilam was vocal with his delight. He was especially impressed with Idonea. The Nilam family had wanted to gain a foothold in the capital for many years, and at last, their opportunity had come. Before he left, Lance’s father urged him to produce a son as soon as possible. If they birthed an heir, their family’s unification would be complete.

After hearing the request, Idonea couldn’t wait to join the Crusade. A child?! She hadn’t spared even a moment for such a thought. She was only seventeen, barely an adult!

However, there was something she found strange. Byzantium’s notoriously lustful young master hadn’t made even the hint of a pass at her. Although she wasn’t very interested in this dandy noble, his disinterest bothered her a little.

Is he really not even a little interested in me?

She didn’t like him necessarily, but she didn’t hate him either. Idonea didn’t even consider him a friend. She was, though, a pretty young girl with a fair amount of confidence in her looks. The fact that Lance hardly gave her a second look had started to get under her skin.

She wasn’t a child! Was this guy blind?!

When Byzantium’s governor left, Noah called for a meeting with Lance and Idonea. He brought up a subject they were both glad to hear. “We have word from the Crusade. They have accepted your applications.”

Idonea’s eyes lit up. Good. Real good! After joining the holy army, they would send her to Skycloud, and she could begin searching for her father. She still held onto the belief that he was out there somewhere. He was invincible. He had to be alive.

Cloudhawk breathed a sigh of relief. He’d had to jump through several hoops, but it seemed it was all paying off. Things were bad, and he couldn’t afford to drag his feet. Four Supremes were planning their assault on his home. From up in Sky Fortress, they were a looming threat. Then there was the gods’ army making its way here. When it arrived, things would be changed irrevocably.

Noah went on. “The Crusade forces are large. It is the largest collection of warriors since the Great War, composed of the greatest men and women of the Elysian lands. Now that you’ve been accepted into its ranks, you not only represent our family, but all of Stormford as well. You must do your best.”

The Argyris elder saw things simply. He had a deep and insightful view into the inner workings of the lands. Skycloud’s rebel forces were passive, which meant they were at the mercy of the Crusade. Meanwhile, the Supremes continued to bolster their forces.

All the greatest servants of the gods were rallied to fight against a single backwards nation. In his mind, there was no question what the outcome would be. What’s more, a rebellion of this scale was bound to draw the attention of Mount Sumeru. When this was over, there would be no trace of the corrupted Elysian land.

It was predestined. Victory was assured!

Lance and Idonea were the future of their family. If they returned from the Crusade laden with merits, it would mean a great deal for their future and the future of the Argyris clan. Noah did not expect them to join the front lines, nor did he think they would have to. In a war of this magnitude, no single fighter was worth much. Two young people wouldn’t be called on to change the tide of battle.

Members of the Argyris family were also present in the Crusade’s leadership. When the fighting broke out, these two young nobles would be assigned posts away from the conflict. Then when victory came, they would reap the benefits of having served. In short, their mission was to raise their public image and make connections.

Just a few months. Then they’ll be home safe with plenty of medals to show for it.

As the Oracle had proclaimed, these newly-wedded crusaders had become examples for all of Stormford. When they returned, they would be given positions and titles. Where their futures would bring them was limited only by the means of their family and the limit of their skills.

Idonea wasn’t thinking that far ahead. “When can we leave?”

“Don’t be in such a hurry. The Holy Army is both unique and particular, with a stringent selection policy. Tonight, you will be fetched from the mansion and brought to a secret training facility. There, a series of tests will determine whether you will join the Crusade or not. Do well and you will be sent to their fortress in the sky.”

“Why so much trouble?” Idonea was getting frustrated. “I thought we were already accepted.”

“Stop complaining. War is no small matter. Hundreds of thousands of lives are on the line. Although the soldiers of the gods have a great advantage, you must never let your guard down.” Noah paused for a moment before continuing. “The army is separated into three divisions: the outer forces, the garrisoned elite, and the inner circle.”

“What’s the difference?” Cloudhawk asked.

“First, they are isolated from one another,” he explained. “In other words, the outer forces cannot enter the Sky Fortress. Garrisoned troops don’t know what the inner circle is doing. As you might expect, the outer forces have the greatest numbers but are filled with lower-quality soldiers. Their aim is to prevent any enemy spies from infiltrating. They are stationed around the fortress and keep watch. In the unlikely event an enemy gets to the Fortress, they’ll be stopped outside.”

Cloudhawk rubbed his jaw. “That’s some serious security.”

“The garrisoned forces have fewer soldiers. It’s mainly composed of Temple forces from the four realms, representatives of the various governors, demon hunters, and children of noble families. They are more skilled and more reliable than the outer forces.”

Idonea piped up. “What about the inner circle?”

“That is the most important part of the army. Although they are few in number, they are all extremely strong. They are the Master Demon Hunters and greatest fighters, gathered for this singular purpose. They represent the incredible power of our people.”

Idonea was excited by the news. How strong were these mighty warriors? Master Demon Hunters were all highly accomplished men and women; they have either killed demons or achieved other great deeds. That was how they earned the title of “Master”. There was only a handful across all the Elysian realms.

To be called a Master Demon Hunter meant you were a person of exemplary skill and quality. They each had their own skills, styles, and relics. In addition, there were martial artists whose mastery of their bodies was equal to what a Master Demon Hunter could perform. They were supported by other demon hunters and talented soldiers.

At the very top were the Supremes themselves. What force could stand against this righteous sword of Mount Sumeru?

“Neither of you is strong enough to join the inner circle. Focus on earning a place among the garrison. We have family members who will help you along.”

This was all excellent information for Cloudhawk. Now he knew how this Crusade was structured.
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That night.

All was quiet as darkness crept towards the early hours of dawn.

An unassuming airship pulled into the nearby military airport. Lance and Idonea were collected after being introduced by members of the family. Their identification was checked, and eventually, they boarded. The ship rose into the air and took off towards the horizon.

It was finally starting. Cloudhawk took a deep breath.

Idonea sat across from him, unaware of what was to come. Judging by the look on her face, she was filled with both trepidation and excitement.


14 / Sky Fortress


The moon was hidden behind a thick layer of clouds. Creeping through the faint mist, an airship silently traversed the land. It moved along at a slow pace through the darkness, faintly reflecting light like a distant star.

Only after the ship had taken off and was flying for a time did Cloudhawk let himself relax. From now on, everything that he did would be top-secret, and no word would get back to Stormford. Even if he acted completely out of character, no one would look at him twice. Lance’s family would be none the wiser.

Cloudhawk fiddled with a pair of Temple permits. These slips gave him and Idonea the right to apply for positions with the Crusade. With the help of two major families and the companionship of a Master Demon Hunter’s daughter, he didn’t think there would be any trouble.

All that was left was to sneak into the fortress and blow it up from the inside!

When the priest took one step, the devil took ten. No matter how watertight they thought their forces were, there was always a chance the enemy could slip through. Cloudhawk pondered what was to come as he put his chip on his arms and leaned against the cabin table. His eyes slid over to Idonea.

She was seated by the porthole, shafts of errant moonlight playing off her features. She stared in quiet contemplation.

Idonea decided to join the army in a spur-of-the-moment decision. The girl had no idea what was really going on. How could she? What would her reaction be if she learned his true identity? Cloudhawk noted that she was a few years younger than Asha. He felt no pride in deceiving the young girl.

As his mind wandered, Idonea felt the eyes on her. She turned her head. “What are you staring at?”

His face was an emotionless mask, as calm as ever. “You remind me of someone, that’s all. When she was about your age, she also left on a journey to find her father.”

She raised her eyebrows. “She lost her father too?”

“Well, how do I put it...?” Cloudhawk thought for a moment. “I guess you could say so.”

“Did she find him?”

“Many years later. But when she did, he died before they could really reconnect.”

“How did he die?”

“She killed him.”

That was not the answer she was expecting. “How could that be? You’re telling tales.”

“Heh, when you grow up, you’ll realize that sometimes, life is not so different from a tall tale.”

“Hmph, listen to you acting like some wise old man. You aren’t much older than me!”

Selene had been around her age when she set off on her own into the wastelands. But besides the fact that both their fathers were Master Demon hunters, there weren’t many similarities between these women.

“Well, don’t pay much mind to the story. You’ll find your dad.”

Idonea was quiet for a moment, then responded. “Thank you.”

She just wanted some comfort. But what could he do? Tell her that he’d dumped her father on another world?

He was a rare sort of man, with amazing talent and a rare gift that he did not want to use in Cloudhawk’s service. It was a tricky problem. If Cloudhawk let him and Phoenix go, it would only be a matter of time before they caused more problems. Leaving them stranded on another planet was essentially a death sentence, just one that took a long time. He wasn’t sure how to solve this issue yet. He hoped he would with time.

Silence took the cabin once again. Neither knew what to talk about.

By the time dawn peeked over the horizon, they felt the ship tremble. It meant the ship had docked. They’d arrived.

The eastern sky was gradually brightening. Their voyage had lasted about five hours. A straight shot at the speed of an average ship would have taken them out of the realm, but Cloudhawk looked around and saw that they were still in Stormford. They must have taken a circuitous route.

“Let’s go.”

As man and wife and having applied to the army together, they expected to be placed in the same unit. Even the holy army wouldn’t separate them.

A military base was revealed when they stepped onto the deck of the ship. Idonea had never heard of this place, which was no surprise. It was secluded from the more populated parts of the realm and was a closely guarded secret. Most of the buildings were bunkers or extended underground so that its surface footprint was kept unobtrusive. Inside, though, it was like a huge maze.

The docks were crowded with airships coming from all different directions. Scores of soldiers were pouring in to join thousands of their comrades already stationed here. They were all preparing to join the holy army and leave for Sky Fortress.

“Demon hunters! Please come this way with your identification ready!”

Cloudhawk brought Idonea down a long hallway. They were subjected to several checks until at last, they reached an empty space. Joining them were scores of others, all dressed as demon hunters. Many were in their middle years, but there were a few fresh-faced youths. Cloudhawk and his young wife stood out among the crowd. He didn’t have a lot of time to look around before an Elysian officer stood before the group and made his voice heard.

“Transport ships are on their way. Get ready to depart.”

Over the next hour, several more demon hunters arrived. Each of them was a precious resource for the realm. Generally, a good demon hunter was equivalent to a thousand soldiers. Gathered around them now were several hundred. It was an impressive lineup, and all this was in just one transport.

All eyes rose skyward as a thunderous roar broke. A shining airship descended from the clouds and stopped over the base. It had to be at least four times larger than a typical battleship, with six visible pylons pouring energy. “You’ve got fifteen minutes to get on this ship!”

When the ship got low enough, it opened several doors, and people started to file inside. In short order, the many soldiers were safely aboard. The doors shut, and it lifted off. It took less than an hour for the ship to appear, take on its passengers, and leave.

Obvious to all was the layer of energy that hung over the battleship. As it continued to rise at a surprising pace, no one felt any discomfort. After a short while, they broke above the clouds, and moonlight flooded the decks. Its silvery blue glow painted the roiling clouds an ethereal hue.

It felt like they were on a vast, undulating sea. Still, they rose. What little bits of the earth they could see beneath the clouds shrank away. The vessel’s arc carried it along until the sun appeared in the distance. Far behind them, the mountain peaks of Stormford were disappearing. Below was an endless expanse of wastelands.

It was an entirely new scene for everyone aboard. Everyone except Cloudhawk.

Idonea watched it all with eyes as wide as saucers. She’d thought Stormford stretched across the whole world. Now, all of a sudden, she realized how small her home was and how much there was out beyond the mountains!

They flew on. Six energy pylons hummed as they propelled the ship through the air.

As gravity gradually lost its hold, the air grew thin. People walked around feeling strangely light as they reached a hundred kilometers over ground. Blue sky gave way to black space, and looking out at the horizon, one could see the curve of the planet.

The journey lasted most of a day.

At last, there appeared a speck of light in the darkness. It expanded until everyone could clearly see the magnificent fleet of the holy army. Thousands of ships were encompassed in a bubble of light, like fish caught in a net. They hung in place or shuttled back and forth in lazy patterns.

The docks were stuffed with vessels.

Over a hundred Seraphs were employed to build a sprawling spaceport out of nothing. Bridges of sterling white joined it all together in a staggering and impressive web. It was even more incredible when one realized it had all been done in the space of a month.

In short, although the fortress was still under construction, it was already a sprawling citadel. A sprawling armada was gathered, ready to launch when Skycloud rolled by below. The combined power gathered here was enough to wipe any target off the face of the planet.


15 / Conscription Exam


“Is this a palace…?” Idonea stared at the scene before her with wide eyes.

It was an impossible sight. A vast network, floating thousands of meters in the air. Just as amazing were the thousands of ships that were clustered around it with more arriving every day.

They stepped out into a smooth white corridor that stretched endlessly into the distance. Common sense said that it couldn’t continue off forever into space and that if there was any air, it would be extremely thin. However, when Cloudhawk and Idonea walked out, they found that gravity was the same as it ever was. There was plenty of air. It was exactly the same as if they were on the ground.

Cloudhawk didn’t find it strange. Through their Temples, the gods could easily create enchantments like this. What he wanted to know was the Temple’s location. Thus, he closed his eyes and searched with his special sense. The first thing he discovered was the immensity of the place. An outer force, garrisoned troops, and a group deep in the center. Consistent with what Noah had told them. In addition, there were enchantments separating them all. It stopped soldiers in different groups from shuttling back and forth.

Sky Fortress was connected all over by these long hallways. They honeycombed through the area and were the only way into the floating citadel. Security stops and defensive barriers were a common sight.

Cloudhawk couldn’t sense the Temple’s location. It was likely the gods were hiding it somehow. But tellingly, there was another enchantment that wrapped the center of Sky Fortress. Space was warped and unstable, making dimensional powers weaker. Defenses like that were huge targets.

He also figured there was more to it than that. Gods and Master Demon Hunters were waiting on one side. Although there were few who were dangerous to Cloudhawk one-on-one, a group of such individuals like that would tear him apart.

“Well, don’t just stand there like an idiot. Let’s go.”

Idonea watched Cloudhawk stare off into space and figured he must have been struck dumb by the sight. It could certainly be understandable. When she noticed people starting to move through the hall, she tried to get Cloudhawk’s attention. They followed the other demon hunters.

This hallway was specifically for new arrivals. Before they could get deeper into Sky Fortress, they were subjected to another identity check. No issues were raised, and their group was let through the checkpoint.

On the other side, they were met by a man dressed in the garb of a senior officer. “Demon hunters from all the realms, welcome. I suspect you are all aware of how we do things up here. We will begin by testing your abilities to determine where you’ll be sent.”

Noah had already explained the structure of the holy army. There were the soldiers, the elites, and the strong center. The Argyris elder had arranged for them to be placed in the elite squads. On the one hand, it was appropriate for their skill level, and on the other, there was family garrisoned there.

Most demon hunters in their group aimed for elite status, Idonea included. She was very clear about her abilities and knew where she fit. Anyone applying for the inner circle had to be of veteran demon hunter status or better. She was close but not quite there.

Yet when the intake officer asked her and Cloudhawk where they wanted to apply, he surprised everyone.

“The inner circle.”

What? He thinks he can get in?

Everyone around gave him a strange look. Only a few were confident enough to apply for such an honor. This kid thought he was worthy? Lance was a name no one had heard of in Stormford. What gave him the impression to think he was good enough?

The officer looked him over, the corners of his eyes tightening. “Are you sure? If you don’t pass, you’ll miss a chance at becoming an elite – we’ll send you right back with the grunts.”

Everyone knew that getting accepted into the inner circle was not easy. Tests were designed to make sure only the best got in.

Cloudhawk answered without a shred of doubt. “If we’re willing to take the test, then we’re capable and willing to face the consequences.”

“Alright then, young man. You’re brave at least. Come with me.”

Idonea gaped at him. What the hell made him so confident?! Hadn’t the plan been just to get into the elite division? Why was he changing things?

He saw the question in her eyes and answered. “We’re here. We won’t settle for anything but the inner circle.”

“But-”

“Don’t worry. I know we’re strong enough to make it happen!”

She almost glared at him. What was he thinking? However, although she disagreed with his false self-confidence, there was no going back now. Idonea could only shuffle after them. They then entered an open space.

“The conscription exam is really quite simple,” the officer explained. “It’s a sparring contest. You win, you’re in. Please wait here. Your opponents will arrive shortly.”

So they had to beat a challenger? Easy enough to understand. And yet, Idonea was unconsciously fiddling with her necklace, a sign of her nerves getting the better of her.

A large pair of doors opened on the other side of the room. Two figures entered, and when Idonea saw them, her face fell. She knew these two.

“Mercury Merlo and Apollo Haven...”1

Idonea recognized them immediately. At least in Stormford, they were household names. The Merlo name immediately marked Mercury as a member of the mighty family. He was Jupiter’s elder cousin. At thirty years of age, his strength was widely known.

As for Apollo Haven? He wasn’t one to ignore! The Haven family name didn’t ring very loudly in Fulmulta, but the young man was one of the capital’s Mighty Ten. More accurately, their leader. In Stormford, he was the greatest of his generation.

Jupiter had shown real promise but was on the lower end of the Mighty Ten. He was, after all, only eighteen years old. Who could say he won’t rise to the top in time? As of now, though, he was far below Apollo in skill.

“Oh no!” Idonea felt her heart sink. She would rather have fought anyone else, any stranger. Their connections made this more difficult than it had to be. Indeed, it was Cloudhawk who so thoroughly embarrassed Mercury’s cousin. He also openly mocked the Mighty Ten on more than one occasion. Now, Mercury and Apollo had their chance to seek reparations.

Not the best time for personal feuds.

“You’re the one who beat Jupiter for his position among the Ten, Lance Nilam.” Mercury had been at Sky Base for only two days. He’d heard everything that happened during the wedding. “Word is you’re arrogant. Today, we’ll see if your skills can pay for what your mouth buys you.”

There was a cold light in his eyes, one that promised he wouldn’t hesitate to get vengeance for his family.

Apollo didn’t say anything. They were here for a solemn task. He was here, so he had to be at least as strong as Mercury. A pair of piercing, hawk-like eyes was fixed on Lance.

“Alright. No more wasting time.” Mercury drew his weapon from its sheath. There was a flash of light, and they watched as the man swelled to ten times his normal size. In his right hand was clutched a dangerous-looking saber that spawned eddies of wind as he swung it around. “If you want to join the inner circle, then you have to go through me!”

Apollo, true to his stoic way, remained silent. He, too, pulled out a sword that glinted with a cold light. Unlike his companion, Apollo did not waste energy on showy displays. Even still, the aura of the weapon was enough to show it was more than it appeared.

By the way they looked at Cloudhawk and Idonea, it was clear how little they thought of their opponents.

Idonea was the daughter of a famous father, but she herself didn’t even qualify as a veteran demon hunter. Her abilities had to be average at best. As for Lance, he was completely unknown until a few days ago. Even if he did manage to beat Jupiter, he was probably only barely considered a “veteran.”

What in the world made these two think they could join the inner circle?

“Be careful!” Idonea was already on guard. “Mercury’s weapon is called Tyranny, and it’s strong. Don’t let it get close. Apollo is carrying the Nebula Blade, which allows him to attack an area. He’s also a skilled martial artist who prefers speed and bursts of strength.”

“Well, if you aren’t going to get this started, then I am!” With a roar of challenge, Mercury Merlo came charging at Cloudhawk with both hands gripping Tyranny.



1 Apollo Haven’s Chinese name is 霄辰, which can mean all sorts of things but are basically two names meaning the bright shining heavens/universe. Apollo is the Grecian/Roman god of the sun and the day. Mercury’s name is 玄天通, or “passage through the sky”. I went with Mercury because it fits with the Merlo family’s roman motif and because Mercury is the heavenly messenger, always cutting paths through the sky.

16 / Pass


Tyranny was a wind-type relic. With every swing, it birthed hundreds to thousands of cutting gales. Solid objects were shredded in its wake. Its might was frightening, and the winds locked down a whole area.

Opponents had to weigh hunkering down or trying to run through the deadly attack. Weaker challengers were defeated outright by this opening attack. Stronger ones found it hard to move safely and had to take it head-on.

Nothing had survived against Mercury’s Tyranny so far! Even defensive relics of a similar class were rendered useless unless their bearer was much stronger than him.

His was a name that held weight in Fulmulta. He first earned a place among the Mighty Ten when he was very young. Among his generation, it was widely believed that he had the potential to become a Master.

It was Mercury’s character to try and hide or downplay his faults. He never revealed his feelings or shared his reasons. But this time, they were obvious. Lance had shamed his brother who was even more talented than he had been. It was a slight against their family name. How could they let it stand?

“He’s too strong. We’ll never beat them!”

Idonea had started to tremble. Mercury’s opening attack was enough to convince her that she was way out of her depth. There was no way they would win. Apollo hadn’t even joined in yet.

Surrender! The thought kept ringing through her mind.

This wasn’t a test. It was a chance for revenge. Idonea didn’t care about any inner circle. She had a specific goal. Getting in the middle of this conflict wouldn’t do her any favors. But it was already too late. She didn’t even have a chance to open her mouth.

Mercury already had Lance locked down. From several dozen meters away, he leaped through the air as more power coursed through the saber. Another hurricane of biting winds spun around his weapon like a tornado.

Thousands of strikes in one!

If this didn’t kill Lance outright, it would make him a cripple! Idonea had no time to defend herself. Although the brunt of it was aimed at her companion, some residual power was flung towards her. In that instant, as she prepared herself, it felt like gravity came crashing down.

“Interesting.”

Cloudhawk felt the power take hold. It was different from the kind Terrangelica used. Dawn’s relic tried to crush the opposition with thousands of pounds of force. Tyranny, however, highly compressed the air around them – squeezing from all sides. The former’s intent was to flatten, while the latter attempted to implode.

This Lance weakling clearly hadn’t beaten Mercury’s cousin. He won through underhanded tricks! He’d been lucky that Jupiter wasn’t experienced. That was how he defeated him. Fighting Mercury was like trying to defeat a god in comparison.

As Tyranny came screaming down, Mercury was confident he had him.

However, his confidence was shattered when Cloudhawk waved a hand. Instantly, all of that crushing pressure disappeared. From within Cloudhawk’s sleeve, a beam of purplish-red light was cast out. Striking like an angry python, it ignored Mercury’s domineering power.

Shit! He pulled Tyranny back into a defensive position. Moments later, the room shook as an ear-piercing explosion tore through.

When his whip struck the sword, sparks filled the air. Clear scorch marks were left on the steel where it was affected by the high heat and voltage. All who witnessed it couldn’t believe what they’d seen.

He’d moved so fast. No one saw exactly what Lance did. The whip crossed the distance in a blink, then disappeared like a bolt of lightning. Although he had surprised Idonea many times already, she still couldn’t believe what she was seeing. It was like he was a completely different person.

What just happened? How had Lance been able to move so easily despite the pressure? And with a perfect counterattack! It was so impressive that he suddenly seemed much closer to Mercury’s level than people thought.

“He has a special relic. It lets him create a vacuum.” Mercury scowled. Being knocked back by this punk put an embarrassed lilt in his bearing. Apollo looked on in open suspicion.

Tyranny’s pressure was based on control over air. Anyone with a relic that created vacuums could easily counter it. But knocking Mercury back with a whip strike like that couldn’t just be explained away. Lance had to have strength to back that up.

If Cloudhawk were facing Terrangelica’s powers, he would have had fewer options. Mostly, he would have had to use his superior physique to fight through it. But air pressure was different. His control over the superstring turned air into a vacuum with only a thought.

“Apollo, let’s deal with them together.”

“I just need a little backup,” Cloudhawk told Idonea. The whip in his hand crackled with fire and electricity. “I’ll handle these two.”

Mercury brandished his sword and came in for another attack. Apollo joined him, and as he lifted his sword, a cascade of stars materialized. Orbs of energy peppered the area like a meteor shower. Cloudhawk and Idonea were both caught in it.

So that was his power. The Nebula Blade allowed him to call a rain of stars. The wide-scale attack was deadly, especially in a closed environment.

But Idonea did not remain still. Plucking a necklace from around her throat, she hurled it into the air. Suddenly, it began to change, stretching longer and then connecting at the ends. A portal now hung in the air between the two groups.

Cloudhawk’s eyebrows shot up. “What? Spatial power?”

Idonea wasn’t impressively strong, but she was lucky enough to have inherited her father’s abilities. The necklace she carried was called Spacefetter.

The chain-like edges of the portal began to rotate. The murky space in between solidified until it was as clear as a mirror.

Anything that touched the mirror – physical or energetic – was sucked in and flung out the other side. While it looked razor-thin from the outside, inside was another story. How much space actually existed between the two points was determined by the relic’s wielder.

Idonea absorbed Apollo’s attack, and in the next instant, she moved her hands. The mirror rotated ninety degrees and fired the energy at Mercury. All of a sudden, he had hundreds of burning lights bearing down on him like machine-gun fire.

“Better than I thought.”

Idonea’s combat skills were undeveloped, but that didn’t mean she was weak. Her low-grade necklace didn’t give her a way to use her spatial talent for direct attacks. Instead, she used her foes’ attacks against them. It was more of a defensive relic.

Apollo and Mercury were caught off guard and weren’t sure of their next move. Cloudhawk exploited their lapse by attacking again with the whip. It struck Tyranny again in the exact same spot and sent it flying this time.

Apollo moved like a phantom, so fast that his shadow could hardly keep up. Cloudhawk had heard that the Mighty Ten’s leader was strong, and that certainly seemed to be the case. He relied more on his martial skills than his mental energy.

Quick as the wind, he leaped across several dozens of meters with his sword aimed for a killing blow.

Cloudhawk responded with the whip. It wrapped around the Nebula Blade and tugged it askance. It cut nothing but air. Apollo reacted quickly, loosening his grip and plummeting towards Cloudhawk with a crushing kick.

But when he came in range, something altogether miraculous happened. His dramatic attack was cut short when Lance caught him with a fist to his face! Both men were knocked backward.

He blocked Apollo’s attack?! That could only mean he had a good constitution on top of his mental abilities. Mercury lashed out again, birthing another storm of windy blades at Cloudhawk’s back. He was too distracted by Apollo to notice.

Idonea called out, then manipulated her necklace. The portal swallowed up most of the attack and flung it back towards Mercury. It was the best she could do to help.

“Enough!” A voice boomed across the hall. “Pass. Let them through.”


17 / Superweapon


The power Cloudhawk displayed was less than a tenth of what he could do. Still, it was greater than what an average veteran demon hunter could manage. That combined with his family connections had brought him to this point. Idonea was markedly weaker, but her talent was unique. She had also earned the right to join the inner circle as Cloudhawk’s partner.

Her heart was still filled with questions. How strong was Lance? How deep did his mysteries go? He’d popped out of obscurity just a few days ago, and already, he was tearing down the Mighty Ten’s leader. Judging by that display, he was a fair bit stronger than Apollo, which would make him the strongest member of Stormford’s younger generation.

So if he was that strong, why keep it quiet all these years? None of Fulmulta’s upper crust were aware of Lance before he arrived. Even after great effort, all that Idonea had dug up was a story about a lazy noble dunce.

Cloudhawk figured Idonea was suspicious by now, but he didn’t care. “Don’t look at me like that,” he said flippantly. “Otherwise, I might think you’re into me. I’m pretty awesome and full of surprises, so I understand.”

“You shameless womanizer!” Something was still bugging her. “But you are full of secrets. What else are you hiding? How strong are you, really?”

“It’s not very polite to invade someone’s privacy.”

“We’re married, idiot. Yet I still don’t know anything about you.”

Cloudhawk looked around conspiratorially before leaning close. “I think I can probably take on their Master Demon Hunters.”

Idonea barely bit back her anger. She desperately wanted to smash his pretty-boy face in and show this stuck-up prick what for. But, she just ground her teeth in frustration.

“The structure in front of us is our temporary lodgings,” Mercury explained as he led them down the hall. His face was dark with frustration. In their brief exchange, he was forced to recognize this villain’s power. No wonder his cousin got trounced. “Stay here. Don’t go wandering.”

“Why isn’t the camp closer to the Temple?”

“Who told you it would be? The Temple is for the Supremes and their Seraphs. Only a very few handpicked by the gods themselves are allowed to get close. So let that be a warning – if you get too close to the Temple, they’re going to treat you like an intruder.”

Cloudhawk had assumed being part of the inner circle would get him access to the Temple. He wouldn’t have bothered to try and join otherwise. He looked out at the enormous black mass hanging in space nearby. This might not be the Temple, but he was sure he was getting closer.

Only, that curtain of black was hiding it from him. Even with only one eye, Cloudhawk’s vision was keener than x-rays. Typical darkness didn’t conceal things from him, so there had to be some other force at play that was stopping him from looking in.

“I feel like my relic is useless.” Idonea had felt off since they got here. She realized after a moment that she could no longer hear the familiar resonance of her necklace. Cloudhawk had guessed that this might be the case before they arrived. As they were moving through the inner tunnels, he’d noted small orbs of light on stone stands. They were arranged at set intervals. Upon closer inspection, he saw them gently bounce and rotate like they were suspended by magnets.

Each one contained a strange, invisible power. With every rotation, that power was cast out through the area in waves. It was strong enough to cause subtle distortions in space. Needless to say, it was a mysterious technology provided by the gods. It didn’t even need a demon hunter to operate.

They weren’t the only strange contraptions he’d noted either. As they walked, he also saw odd pylons with unfamiliar functions. Elsewhere, there were hovering discs whose purpose he couldn’t guess.

Mercury continued to explain. “Our armies are well-defended to prevent any spying. Spatial relics are useless here, blocked by power pylons. These light beacons reveal anything trying to remain hidden.

The hovering balls of light were all over the place. Cloudhawk couldn’t rely on his unique gifts so long as he was in their zone. The disturbance was so great that all he could manage was simple phasing and short-range teleportation.

In other words, he suddenly found himself heavily handicapped.

His target had to be hidden somewhere on the other side of that black curtain. One thing was certain: the closer he got, the more defenses he’d encounter. Between him and the four Supremes were traps and defenses he’d never seen before.

Here he was, but Cloudhawk didn’t feel much closer to his goal.

Idonea pointed out an odd, disc-shaped building further in the camp. “What’s that?”

“Actually, I don’t know,” Mercury replied. He’d only been here a few days, so there was still much he hadn’t learned. “I heard it was some sort of divine weapon. The Supremes had it erected specifically to fight Skycloud.”

More strange godly technology. As Cloudhawk looked it up and down, he was filled with a sense of disquiet.

“Alright, up ahead is the Guardian’s Palace. That’s where we’re all stationed.” Mercury was growing impatient. He wanted to get this over with so he could leave these two to their business.

The Guardian Palace was the proper name of the inner circle camp. This whole area was a new addition, recently built by Seraphs.

“As of today, the Palace has eight Master Demon Hunters and six others without the title but the equivalent strength.”

Eight Masters and six more just as strong. There were also the four Supremes leading them. Further down the tiers were others like Mercury and Apollo. Despite their abilities, here they were barely qualified to serve.

It was one hell of a group. In only a month, they’d gathered the strongest humans on the planet.

With every word he heard, Cloudhawk felt his heart grow heavier. His enemies had already mustered a terrifying force. If they attacked Skycloud today, he gave them an eighty percent chance of victory.

Luckily for him, the Supremes were still playing it safe. They waited and waited – gods were known for their infinite patience. It was a quality you earned when you lived for millennia. To them, the least precious resource was time.

Sky Fortress was still in the process of siphoning all the strongest people of the Elysian lands. Seraphs worked day and night to build those strange godly weapons. The gulf between Skycloud and this holy coalition continued to grow. He was wrong. They had a ninety percent chance. Once they were sure they’d win, the Supremes would act. Such blasphemy would never be allowed to happen again, so they bade their time and strengthened their forces.

But this was exactly the right place for Cloudhawk to be. If he was careful, he could learn all sorts of things that could turn the tide. Maybe he could build some inroads with the members to take advantage of later.

Cloudhawk was convinced that to fight Sumeru, he needed to capture the Elysian lands, not destroy them. For a thousand years, they’d been stable, developing steadily. All around him were the pinnacle of human achievement. With luck, one day, they would stand with him against their captors.

“New blood comin’!”

“Oh, young ones. Dropping the average age.”

As they walked through, they were greeted by other members of the Palace. They were welcoming since even though these two looked young, they had earned the right to be here. A bright future was in store for them, and who knew where it would lead them?

“Hello you two, my name is Icarus Swallow1 from Praelius.”

A gentle-looking man with fair complexion introduced himself. He was also one of the younger members of the inner circle. Cloudhawk and Idonea greeted him politely.

“I have a pretty good idea of how things run here. If there’s something you’d like to know, feel free to ask.”

Definitely a welcoming guy! Cloudhawk was going to take him up on the offer when he suddenly heard shouting.

“No…! It can’t be true. My sister can’t be dead! No one is strong enough to do it!” The voice was filled with anger and despair. A stubbled, handsome man in his thirties was shouting at the top of his lungs. “You idiots didn’t search carefully enough! How could you even let this happen – don’t you give a shit?!”

Those within earshot gave each other nervous glances. Idonea, her brows furrowed, whispered a question. “What’s going on?”

This man was acting like he’d lost his mind. Not just anyone could get here. Only those the gods considered the most outstanding were allowed in. Despite that, the stranger was howling at them like they were a bunch of grunts. Like a kitten yowling at a mastiff.

“That’s Kirin Igna2 from Dragenmere. He’s a lot stronger than he looks. One of the first to be accepted into the Palace. His sister, Phoenix, disappeared a few months back in Skycloud...”

His story gripped Idonea’s heart like a vice. It sounded exactly like what happened to her father. “Why is he so upset?”

“The gods have been working on constructing a superweapon. You probably saw it when you were brought inside – that building that looks like a floating disc. Word is it’ll be done in a few days.” Icarus was keeping his voice low. “They call it the ‘Sword of Sumeru.’ It absorbs energy from the Temple to attack from all the way up here. One shot can travel a thousand kilometers and still have enough power to destroy a city.

For a second, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure he heard correctly. “What? You said a thousand kilometers?”

“Yup, and one shot will erase a whole city. With these weapons, the rebel realm won’t last more than a couple volleys.” Icarus looked back towards Kirin. “As for him, his sister vanished, and he refuses to believe she might be dead. That’s why he’s acting that way.”

He didn’t see how pale Idonea’s face had gotten. This weapon was a horrifying thing, capable of firing from above the atmosphere. If it destroyed whole cities, that meant it didn’t care about all the normal folk living there. They planned to see it all go up in flames.

What if her father wasn’t dead? Maybe he was locked up in some prison. Won’t their superweapon destroy him too?

Cloudhawk didn’t look much better. While he always knew his foe would be strong, this went far beyond his darkest expectations.

“Enough!” A bearded man with his hair all white stomped into view. Whispers of “Master Anan”3 followed him. This was one of the Master Demon Hunters garrisoned in the Palace and one of the leaders. “This order comes straight from the Supremes. The gods are telling you they’re dead, so let it go. If you keep it up, you’ll face court-martial!”



1 燕羽, “Swallow Feather”. Swallow works fine as a surname, and Icarus was the dunce that plastered feathers to himself and flew too close to the sun. Will the story repeat itself? Cloudhawk has an unhealthy habit of getting the people around him killed.
2 Kirin, like the beer, is sometimes used as a name and is the equivalent of his name, 炎麒麟, Qinlin, which is a Chinese-style dragon. Igna should be familiar as it’s Phoenix’s family name.
3 Anan is an Old Testament name meaning “cloud”.

18 / Sudden Conflict


I underestimated the gods again. Cloudhawk mulled over the situation, seated on the steps of the palace. From here, he could look down at the planet below as it slowly rotated.

An orb of largely browns and grays, floating in a vast darkness. It filled his field of view. All the mountain ranges, deserts, and even the scars of an ancient war were visible.

Ninety percent of the planet was a dead brown hue. Its scalding environment spared only a few pockets of color. Cloudhawk was reminded of an image he saw on Ark Base, of a world wrapped in emerald and sapphire.

On a universal scale, one thousand and some years was the blink of an eye. But for the natives who called this world home, it was a cataclysm that ushered in a terrible era.

Cloudhawk lifted his head. Above was a sprawling vista of stars. That twinkling carpet was just what his eyes could see. And here he was, on a space station suspended in between. All around, vessels shuttled back and forth carrying men and materials. Hundreds of Seraphs toiled endlessly.

The divine superweapon was long and flat. Smooth at first glance, upon closer inspection, one would see that the discs were a series of rings. Each one of them spun at different frequencies, some clockwise, others counterclockwise. Even unfinished, it was a striking thing.

How had the old civilization perished? No natural disaster, Cloudhawk was sure of that. These weapons were the culprit. Between it and the combined might of the four Elysian realms, they had the power to permanently alter the landscape.

The Sword of Sumeru was nearly complete. When it was, Skycloud had no hope of surviving.

Sky Fortress had a reach of a thousand kilometers. He figured the Green Alliance couldn’t even reach a hundred. Recently, Sky Fortress had begun to ascend again, from about a hundred kilometers to several hundred. Out of reach of the Green Alliance. The massive armada and powerful troops weren’t even necessary. They could eradicate every living thing in Skycloud with this superweapon alone.

One shot. Enough to level a city. Last time he heard of that kind of power, they were talking about nuclear weapons. Sky Fortress could cruise by overhead, delivering destruction to the southern wastes with as much care as sprinkling rose petals. Meanwhile, all the people he was trying to protect – Selene, Dawn, Wolfblade – would all be consumed in the fires.

How could they protect themselves? Humans had no way to fight back against weapons like these. All they could do was watch their extinction come, burning city after city until nothing was left but scorched earth and bodies.

Fight back? The earlier the better as far as the “rebels” were concerned. However, the Green Alliance only had a handful of ships that could fly at high altitudes. Sky Fortress was wreathed in ships and had the strongest people on earth guarding it. On the surface, Skycloud seemed doomed. Cloudhawk was their only hope.

The inner circle was put up near the Sword structure, so if he acted from here, there was more than a good chance he could put them out of commission. But what did it matter if he did? They’d just rebuild it.

Cloudhawk still didn’t know the details of how the Temple was able to move. What he had learned was that they were powered at least in part by radiation from space. It was probably gathered and then converted into usable energy the Temple used to move and power its defenses. It was a conduit that provided power to all godly technology within range.

Without the Temple, there would be no Sky Fortress. He had to bring it down.

He didn’t take any rash actions and tried to keep a low profile over the next several days. He knew he had to think carefully. Four gods were in the Temple, surrounded by traps and other defenses. Cloudhawk couldn’t see past the black shell to get more information. That didn’t stop the intense sense of danger he felt coming from it. He had the sick sensation that once he went in, there was a chance he’d never come out.

He couldn’t be sure they were waiting there for him, like luring a fly into a web.

A shadow passed over him as Idonea sat by his side. She followed his eyes out towards the planet that was spinning quietly. This really was the best place to watch the world go by. However, the view did nothing for her downcast expression. “Do you think using those weapons is the right call?”

“You’re worried about your dad?”

“Not just him. I heard there are two million people living in Skycloud. They can’t all be blasphemers. There have to be righteous people out there, fighters who stand up for the gods. Believers who persist against darkness… I’m starting to think the gods don’t care about ordinary human lives.”

“Aren’t you afraid someone will hear you say that? You could be punished.”

“Are you going to tell on me?”

“What do you think?”

Idonea wasn’t sure whether it was real or not, but she was starting to feel that the man by her side was reliable. Whatever troubles came his way, he faced them confidently.

“We’re too young to make any sort of difference.” She frowned. “I can’t even use my relic. I feel disabled!”

Cloudhawk turned his head to look at her. There was something endearing in what he saw. “Can you lend me your necklace for a little while?”

His request puzzled her. “What are you going to do with it?”

“I think it’s interesting,” he said, throwing out an excuse. “I’ve never seen anything like it, so I wanted to see what I can learn.”

“My father went through a lot to get this for me… alright.” Idonea didn’t see any reason not to trust him. “I can’t use it out here anyway, so you can hold onto it for a few days.”

With that, she unclasped it and dropped it into Cloudhawk’s hand. He let it roll around in his palm, causing starlight to twinkle off its facets. It wasn’t clear what it was made out of – something like silver but also crystal. The surface had a strange metallic sheen but was still translucent. Inside, faint twinkling made it look as though it held fragments of the universe.

It was beautiful. Watching it catch the light, both shared the same thought. As they leaned in closer to see, their hands inadvertently touched.

When she discovered it, Idonea’s face flushed. She sat up straight. “Pretty, right? But sadly not very strong. It’s only good for defense.”

“That’s not true. If you ask me, spatial power can overcome any aggressive force.” With the necklace in hand, Cloudhawk’s eyes flashed for an instant towards the Sword of Sumeru. “Thank you for lending it to me.”

Idonea looked at Cloudhawk’s profile against the glittering backdrop of space. There was something indecipherable behind his eyes.

There was a reason he asked for her necklace, of course. Disruption from those beacons destabilized the use of any high-grade relics. Low-grade relics, on the other hand, he might be able to manage. Idonea’s necklace was just the thing.

In reality, a relic’s “class” was only relevant when comparing them in a vacuum. High-class relics were more complex and innately powerful. Low-class weapons were simple and weak. It was sort of like the difference between a rocket launcher and a bow and arrow. But in the hands of one with real power, even a rock could cause as much damage as a missile.

Confidence wasn’t something Cloudhawk could say he had, but he did have a plan. A dangerous plan, but it raised his chance of success.

Over the last few days, no one had seen Kirin Ignus. Cloudhawk spent his time exploring the Temple and meeting people, but so far, no clear opportunity had presented itself.

Today, he was with a group of other Palace members, shooting the breeze. He hadn’t been here long, but Cloudhawk had made a couple of friends. Suddenly, Master Anan emerged from the Palace, flanked by others with the title of “Master.” At their command, all the inner circle was called together.

This was a motley crew of people, dressed differently and equipped with what they came with. However, the lack of a uniform did not detract from how intimidating this group was. Where they walked, they would leave nothing but ash in their wake.

“What are they saying?”

“I heard a rumor that the rebel realm had somehow learned our plan. They’re sending a strike force to try and take out the Sword of Sumeru,” Icarus from Praelius answered. “But don’t worry. They won’t succeed. Our defenses won’t break, and even if they do, we’re here to defend them.”

Cloudhawk’s brows furrowed tight. A sneak attack? It was suicide! Even knowing how deadly those weapons were, this sort of bloody operation wasn’t the way to deal with it. They were doomed!


19 / Offending Divinity


Within the expansive hall, eighteen people stood on a platform. Among them were Master Demon Hunters, generals, Temple leaders, and other authorities. One could close their eyes and pick at random. Their choice would be a man or woman whose name rang across the Elysian lands.

Arranged before them were a thousand more soldiers, the best of their forces. In short, half of all the Elysian strength had been brought together. Such a scene had not emerged since the Great War a thousand years ago.

“As all of you know, the Sword of Sumeru is nearly complete. Skycloud’s blasphemers run rampant, threatening the faithful. We have no choice but to eradicate them to ensure stability,” Master Anan’s voice proclaimed loudly across the gathering. “Here is our task, direct from the gods: Employ the Sword of Sumeru. Eliminate the heretics.”

Faces throughout the crowd changed. They were really going to use this terrible weapon. Expressions differed: eager, excited, solemn, conflicted… as varied as the soldiers themselves. After all, the Sword of Sumeru was a weapon of indiscriminate, absolute destruction.

Elysians were human too, capable of compassion. They understood death. It was genocide, aimed against a former ally. But although it made them uncomfortable, no one would dare raise their voice in protest.

Master Anan went on to explain everyone’s responsibilities. “The names I read out will be tasked with activating the Sword. Everyone else will help defend them. You will be on watch for any outside interference.”

The thousand soldiers were broken into two groups. Six hundred of the strongest were ordered to man the superweapon. By virtue of their strong mental faculties, they were chosen to rain destruction on the enemy. The remaining four hundred would be arranged around them as protection.

Most Elysian technology required mental power to activate. The Sword was special in that it took power from the Temple and needed a huge amount of power from its handler to use to full effect. Among Master Anan’s leadership crew, fourteen were Master Demon Hunters. With the addition of six hundred more for support, the Elysians had plenty of mental energy for the job. A frightening amount in fact.

A thousand kilometers of mountains would be leveled. Nothing could survive a direct blast from something like this, especially no living creature. If Cloudhawk found himself caught in its line of fire, he would be atomized. It could be said that this was an absolute weapon of mass destruction. Sumeru was sparing no effort to eliminate Skycloud and cleanse it of demonic influence.

“Move out!”

The soldiers reacted. Some spread out, while others clambered over the mountain of instruments to their stations. Floods of mental energy hummed as it was poured into the weapon. Before long, it began to rotate, and the gathered energy at its center began to warp space.

As the enormous load of mental energy compressed to a single point, it all collapsed in on itself. An area resembling a black hole swallowed all the light in the center of the weapon. From the darkness surrounding the Temple came an intense pulse, followed by a golden torrent of light. Like a galloping stream, it poured into the weapon and filled the shadowy void.

It went from an impossible black to a blaze to rival the sun. The energy gathered into a radiating orb.

Cloudhawk hadn’t been selected as one to power the weapon. As far as the enemy knew, his mental powers were on the weaker end of the scale. As such, he was selected as a defender, even though it hardly seemed necessary. Even if the rebels sent a force to try and stop this, how many could there be? Sky Fortress hovered hundreds of kilometers over the ground and was still rising.

Very few vessels in Skycloud were capable of making it to space, which meant any invasion would be small in scale. What’s more, half of all the warships from the four Elysian lands were stationed around the Fortress. As it rose, so too did the armada, ready to fight at any moment.

No army was getting through these defenses.

One percent. Two percent. Three percent…

With six hundred demon hunters working in tandem, the Sword of Sumeru was powering up at roughly one percent every twenty or thirty seconds. In other words, it took a little over half an hour for one full charge.

What a terrible amount of power!

Cloudhawk was keenly aware that time was running out. There were still a few minutes left, but he couldn’t afford to wait until the last minute. There was no choice – he had to drop his charade and do something to stop the Sword from firing.

But just as he was preparing to act, shouts caught his attention.

“Hold! Stop! You can’t fire this weapon!”

A man with fiery red hair, laden with chains, staggered into the area. He howled at the top of his lungs, his eyes wild. His clothes were in tatters and stained with blood. It looked like he’d recently broken out of a prison where he was treated less than kindly.

Kirin Igna? It was! The defenders looked at him in shock and disquiet.

Master Anan stood by the Sword of Sumeru device, casting a grim expression down towards the man. “You have repeatedly ignored orders. I have endured as much as I can, yet you continue to press. How can you continue to ignore what is proper? You dare oppose the will of the gods?”

Everyone was quiet. He wasn’t wrong – the order to use the Sword came directly from Mount Sumeru. As citizens of the Elysian realms, they were bound to follow the will of their gods. For them, obedience was as ingrained as instinct. How could Kirin so blatantly stand against the gods?

What made what he was doing different from the blasphemers in Skycloud? Left unchecked, the heretics showed them a glimpse into his future.

Mercury and Apollo were closest. They glanced at one another before approaching him with a handful of other demon hunters. They muscled him to the ground. Icarus was among them and hissed into Kirin’s ear. “Hey brother, keep your mouth shut! If you keep this up, no one can protect you.”

“Where is our conscience?!” Kirin wrenched his head up from the ground and yelled at the top of his lungs. “You target innocent people who fight against the demons! People who pray every day, who still have hope! Aren’t you afraid of the nightmares you’ll have after killing millions of people?!”

His words were beginning to get under people’s skin. They had deliberately been avoiding the facts of what they’d been told to do. It was a sort of self-delusion to preserve their sanity. They allowed themselves to believe that all of Skycloud was corrupt beyond redemption. Of course, it was a delusional belief.

“I don’t expect to live. I know I can’t change anything.” Kirin’s face was a twisted mask of fury. “I only came here to say one thing: This. Is. WRONG!”

Anger flashed in Master Anan’s eyes. How dare this man say such a thing!?

Yet before he could speak, an oppressive energy fell upon the crowd. The sky filled with lightning, and two perfect figures appeared. They were towering and as breathtaking as an artist’s masterpieces.

“The gods of Light and Lightning!”

Gasps of astonishment rippled among the humans. Until now, the gods had been slumbering behind their black curtain. Now, suddenly, two appeared in all their glory. The result was a group of dumbstruck mortals.

Without question, it was Kirin’s inflammatory words that had summoned them.

Beneath the gods, the Sword of Sumeru was still gathering power. From the enormous gathering of energy, a sharp edge appeared, like the top of a sword. It seemed as solid as any weapon for none of the energy’s light leaked from it.

“Mortal! You dare stand in defiance of the gods!”

Mercury, Apollo, and Icarus immediately scrambled away from Kirin. He wasn’t going anywhere, not once he became the target of these mighty beings. Holding him down only put them in the line of fire.

Two figures emerged from the crowd and prostrated themselves by Kirin’s side. “Almighty deities, Kirin is seized by impulse! His loyalty to the gods has never before been questioned. I beg you, show him mercy!”

Evidently, these two were friends of the doomed man. Kirin was on the verge of madness, like a rabid dog. He gritted his teeth and dripped with sweat.

Few appreciated Kirin’s character, but many – including Master Anan – recognized his quality. They did not want to see him struck down for a momentary lapse in judgment.

“The gods will not tolerate such offense.”

There was a flash in the Light God’s eyes. All at once, a mighty power rapped through the area, unseen but clearly felt. Kirin and the two men by his side began to radiate with blinding light. Starting from their extremities, the victims began to atomize and scatter away.

“Stop! I committed these sins. The consequences are mine!” Kirin shouted his objection, but his voice was quickly silenced. He and his two allies vanished under the god’s power, leaving nothing behind.

What a nightmarish scene. Fear crept through all who’d witnessed it. Idonea covered her mouth instinctively to choke her gasps. The gods had simply erased those three men. She hadn’t expected such callousness.

Why?

Why!

She yelled the question in the recesses of her mind over and over again. Were humans so disregarded in the eyes of their gods?

The Lightning God turned its electric eyes towards the crowd below. Its attention was fixed on Idonea. She didn’t know that these mighty creatures could read her thoughts. They communicated through psychic means, looking directly into one another’s minds. All of her thoughts and feelings were open to it, so Idonea needn’t utter a word for her blasphemous thoughts to be revealed.

The Lightning God extended a hand, and a bolt of light shot forth.

Cloudhawk was caught off guard, but in a flash, he pushed Idonea out of the way. However, he was not fast enough – A thin bolt managed to pierce her body.

She felt all of it. Every ounce of the destructive energy tearing through her, burning her up from within. Her weak frame was not strong enough to withstand even a fraction of the godly power. As she felt herself succumb, there was no surprise or anger. Only melancholy. She wanted so badly to find her father. But before she could even start, she would die at the hands of a god.


20 / Falling Short?


Just as it seemed the power would consume her, Idonea felt an almost equally powerful warmth descend. All at once, she felt like she was wrapped in a protective embrace. A warm hand that seemed filled with vitality was pressed against the wound.

Its power vibrated through her, both restorative and magnetic. The god’s power was sucked out of her body and appeared as a golden ball of light within her savior’s palm. It had all happened in the blink of an eye.

The Lightning God did not cease in his punitive aim. One after another, he threw bolts of electricity at offenders who dared question their might. The victims were turned into blackened statues.

Strong! Terrifying! Heartless! In the eyes of the gods, the lives of these mortals weren’t worth any more than ants.

Idonea stared wide-eyed in shock and disbelief. Lance had been the one to jump forward and save her. He’d reacted so quickly, and that power… no, it was impossible. He wasn’t that strong.

This wasn’t Lance. With all she knew, he couldn’t be!

The gods of Light and Lightning turned their attention back towards them. Cloudhawk knew his cover had been blown. He’d made the decision to act now anyway. Saving Idonea was just his reaction to the circumstances. Whether or not she would survive was up to her.

No more time. He had to act!

Taking advantage of the suddenness of it all, Cloudhawk leaped towards the two gods.

“This guy is crazy!” A few people saw him jump into the air and could not believe it. He was going to attack the gods?! It was suicide!

Cloudhawk was fast, and in a split second, he reached his targets. A gauntlet radiating pale white energy appeared on his right arm, and in his left was a simple black blade. He lashed out at the gods with a hack and a punch.

But gods reacted much quicker than humans. To others, this was a shock, but these were Supremes who had lived through the Great War. A sneak attack would not lay them low. They reacted almost in tandem. A ray of light and a bolt of lightning screamed across the sky, striking Cloudhawk in a fraction of a second.

White energy from his gauntlet flared to life, strong enough to withstand the attacks. In the brief time it took Cloudhawk to reach the gods, energy had accumulated in his sword. With a wild sweep of the weapon, he released it, birthing a streak of energy across a hundred meters. Not only did it contain a deluge of mental energy, but it also contained all the physical and vital power he could muster.

It sliced through the energies choking the sky. The resulting explosions rocked Sky Fortress, causing the ground to quake. Cracks appeared in the suspended hallways, eventually causing a portion of it to tumble away – including all who stood upon it.

All the while, Cloudhawk never stopped his advance. A faint radiance enveloped his body as every cell within him was activated. Immense vital power propelled him towards the gods. When he was close enough, the deadly blade lashed out.

Cloudhawk’s attack was too quick and too strong. Although many in the crowd were mighty fighters, they were still recovering from the shock of Sky Fortress suddenly becoming a battlefield.

Blinding light sprang up around the gods. They burned as brightly as a pair of suns, and Cloudhawk was about to collide with them when -

Whoosh! He vanished from sight. The gods rushed into an empty space. When the mortal reappeared, he was two hundred meters or so away. This was teleportation! A feint! His real aim was to slip past them!

Cloudhawk! It was the leader of Skycloud’s rebels! He was the only one with powers like this.

He eluded the gods and raced for the Temple. No other options remained. Cloudhawk couldn’t stand by and watch this superweapon erase his home. It was now or never – a direct rush!

The devices erected around Sky Fortress disrupted his spatial powers, making his more complex abilities impossible to use. He was limited to folding space within only two to three hundred meters. Luckily for him, he’d grown more capable with time, and his speed was in no way inferior to the gods’. Between his teleportation and speed, he could get to the Temple before anyone caught on and could intercept him.

In two seconds, he teleported another half a dozen times. He was close to the inky black border that hid the Temple. Strangely, however, neither god seemed in much of a rush to get there and stop him. They simply watched, as though enjoying a play.

Bang!

Cloudhawk tried to press through but was met by a powerful resistance. In the next instant, it became a crushing pressure that closed in around him. He felt in danger of being flattened. The plan had been to teleport across the border into the area beyond. Instead, he found himself caught inside and being pressed all around.

A strong rebound force spat Cloudhawk back out. The black curtain wasn’t just to hide the Temple. It also prevented teleportation.

“Foolish mortal.”

“Did you think your paltry tricks would allow you entry?”

By now, the two gods had caught up. One was a mass of flickering electric energy, the other a radiant figure of sunlight. Beneath were suits of imposing armor that made the beings all the more domineering.

A trap. Cloudhawk understood now. The Temple was surrounded by a powerful and condensed enchantment. Energy was tightly packed so as to ward off attacks as well as teleportation. Even Cloudhawk couldn’t slip through.

“You’ve walked into our net.”

The Light God’s mental energies vibrated so that all the mortals could hear. Their followers raced to catch up. Meanwhile, motes of light gathered in the deity’s hands, forming into a pair of broadswords. Each was composed of blinding white flame.

At a glance, they seemed weightless – errant fires that could be blown out by a strong gust of wind. Their destructive power, however, was beyond mortal comprehension. One swipe could level a city.

The Lightning God also summoned his weapon. Snaking threads of electricity wormed from his form until he dissolved completely. They then re-formed into an enormous beast – like a snake, but not. Like a bird, but not. With two appendages ending in deadly claws, the Lightning God’s weapon was the form of an elder monstrosity.

Frightening though they were, this was not the full strength of these Supremes. They closed in, ready to strike.

Things were bad. Cloudhawk felt the danger keenly like a knife to his throat. He was so close, only to fall short. After succeeding in finding Sky Fortress and infiltrating the inner circle, he was locked out from his goal. Although the outer forces couldn’t come in to stop him, that didn’t relieve his troubles at all. There were a thousand soldiers and four gods who all knew he was here.

Only a handful were strong enough to be a threat on their own, and they were occupied with charging the Sword of Sumeru. Still, all the rest added together were deadly. Among them were soldiers he could compare to Skye Polaris, Ash Farran, or the old drunk. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how to deal with so much strength directed at him.

Then there were the gods of Light and Lightning. They were like two Arcturus Cloudes, bent on his destruction!

Cloudhawk had surpassed the fallen governor in strength, but even so, he had his limits. Gods had infinite lifespans and perfect bodies. What’s more, their rich combat experience and advanced weapons made them all the more of a threat.

One of them was difficult enough to deal with, but two? And what of the Dragon and War gods? They were certainly waiting in the Temple, crafting their plans. Even if Cloudhawk could get in, now that he was exposed, the danger was great.

He looked around frantically. Below, the Sword of Sumeru had charged to twenty percent. Terrible power had formed the body of the blade and was showing no sign of slowing as the Masters and their men continued to focus their strength. An enormous, blazing sword of judgment as powerful as a nuclear bomb was taking shape.

Fuck! Cloudhawk hadn’t faced a dilemma like this since defeating Arcturus. Even against the Avatar and her allies, Cloudhawk could have escaped if needed. Now, he was stuck – his foes too strong to fight and him having no way to run. His anxiety was only matched by his embarrassment.

Idonea lay amid the rubble of a cracking hallway. She was weak and on the cusp of death but stared with wide eyes at the scene above. That ordinary-looking man she’d spent the last few days with stood face-to-face against the gods.

He is…

Hiding was no longer necessary, so Cloudhawk released a storm of green fire around himself. The camouflage around him burned away to reveal a handsome man with long black hair and dark clothing.

His face and body were perfect. Every inch of him looked like it’d been carved from jade and radiated with vitality. The only blemish was his left eye, which appeared to be covered by a foggy film.

“That’s him! Cloudhawk, from Skycloud!”

“The most terrible defiler and blasphemer of all time!”

“I heard he is the successor of the Demon King!”

“He is the one who murdered the four Masters: Phoenix, Bruno, Lucian, and Ash.”

A sea of stricken faces looked up at the sky. The most terrifying human to have ever lived actually snuck into the heart of their fortress, and no one had been the wiser! A chill ran through everyone’s spine.

Master Anan, Mercury Merlo, Apollo Haven, Icarus Swallow and all the others were caught in a shocked stupor. Hearing everyone around her, Idonea was especially dumbfounded. This man, who she called husband, was the despicable Cloudhawk. A name she’d cursed for many long nights!

How dare he show his face here!?
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“He’s got some nerve breaking into the Guardian’s Palace!”

“Everyone, let’s go after him together! For the glory of our benevolent gods! Kill this devil!”

The demon hunters forging the Sword of Sumeru couldn’t move, but the remaining four hundred of the inner circle began to react. Cloudhawk saw them approaching and realized he was being blocked in. His mission seemed doomed.

Still, he did not seem nervous. His expression was calm, his eyes tranquil. Looking out over the bloodthirsty crowd, he spoke. “If the gods are so great, why is there doubt? Can they be called merciful when you watch them strike down people without thought? Wake up! You poor fools, lost in delusion!”

His words fell on deaf ears. All it served was to stoke their anger.

“Shut up!” a young man shouted up at him. “Why should we listen to you with all your crimes?!”

“Skycloud was lost because of you! Its people die because of you! Cloudhawk is nothing but a devil, drenched in the blood of innocents!”

“You are the only person who deserves to die.”

“Every day you draw breath is a disaster!”

“Kill him!”

As they closed in, a looming figure broke from the crowd. “I am the War Sage of Praelius, Siegebreaker, and I will end you!”1

He dashed forward almost faster than the eye could follow. Judging by speed alone, he surpassed human capability.

Cloudhawk, however, saw him clearly. Every rippling muscle shone like lacquer. His weapon was a saber made from some unknown material. Two bushy eyebrows were raised high, giving him a wild appearance.

Praelius’s War Sage, Siegebreaker. A warrior of great reputation.

Besides Phoenix, he was without equal back where he came from. Where he differed was that he was purely a martial artist. He had no mental powers.

He was called the War Sage. Like his name implied, he was cheered for being able to break through anything, even a host of a thousand enemy troops. With a body nearly evolved to perfection, his punches could alter landscapes. The weapon he wielded was made from materials not of this earth, so tenacious as to seem almost magical.

As Siegebreaker charged forward, he tightened every muscle in his body and released their power all at once!

Torrents of vital energy poured off him, and a shuddering boom emerged as he broke past the sound barrier. Swinging his sword, the tip almost appeared to warp space around it. Cloudhawk’s shield contorted from the strain and then broke.

“Die!”

With his foe’s shields down, Siegebreaker continued to press the attack. His weapon came hacking down in an attempt to cut Cloudhawk in two.

“Look at that! What a blow!”

“The War Sage sure deserves his name!”

Gasps and appreciative calls rang out as Siegebreaker attacked. Only a handful of humans throughout history had reached this level of martial skill – something harder to accomplish than even becoming a Master Demon Hunter. Siegebreaker had as much destructive capability as his Master counterparts. He could not use relics, so he turned his body into one instead.

Up close, he was ten times more dangerous than a Master Demon Hunter. His speed and explosive strength surpassed human limitations. A domineering, living weapon! Siegebreaker was so fast that his allies couldn’t keep up to provide aid.

Cloudhawk brought his sword up and deflected the strike. In the instant their swords met, there was a sudden change in Siegebreaker’s power. All of the forward momentum was concentrated on his enemy’s weapon. Sparks flew as Cloudhawk’s weapon was knocked away.

Strong!

Siegebreaker wasn’t just a boorish fighter relying on brute force. He was a master of technique with a plethora of skills to draw from. In the briefest instant, from an unassuming shift in power, he had executed no less than three peak-level moves.

Siegebreaker’s sword closed in on Cloudhawk’s throat.

Onlookers were certain they were about to witness a beheading. At best, Cloudhawk was on par with a Master Demon Hunter, but how could he contend against a martial artist in close-quarters combat? However, their confidence was shattered when Cloudhawk grabbed his foe’s weapon with his left hand, stopping it mid-swing!

Shock ensued. Cloudhawk tightened his hand, and a crackling sound followed as motes of green fire sprang to life. They quickly swallowed up Siegebreaker’s sword, and in the blink of an eye, it shattered. Fragments of burning metal scattered across the floor.

He followed up with a swift kick. Siegebreaker had no time to be indignant as the blow landed with the force of ten missiles. He broke the sound barrier again, only this time flying backward uncontrollably.

Without a doubt, the scene had a deep impact on the soldiers who watched. Cloudhawk broke his enemy’s weapon with his bare hands! He couldn’t be human, not with a display like that. The Praelius War Sage was known for cutting through anything that stood in his path – except for the pale flesh of this monster. It was totally outside the realm of possibility.

Siegebreaker was a singular warrior. No one could deny that. Even weakened, his attacks were a threat to a Master Demon Hunter. But against Cloudhawk, it wasn’t enough. His own physical abilities were not far behind the martial artist.

Siegebreaker was just as stunned as everyone else. He hadn’t underestimated his enemy and came at him with his full strength. While he wasn’t sure he could beat the monster one-on-one, he thought he could at least go a few rounds. His ignorance was proven after just one clash.

“Bastard!” Siegebreaker roared and wrenched his body around, stopping his forced retreat. But before he could regain his footing, Cloudhawk was on him. With another kick, he sent the War Sage a thousand meters down the hall. Then again. Finally, he planted him into the ground with a full-armed punch.

CrrrrACK!

Siegebreaker hit the hallway so hard that it split in two.

A few drops of blood trickled from a wound in Cloudhawk’s left palm, the only mark left after stopping Siegebreaker’s blade. A few moments was all it took for the cut to seal closed. His challenger had achieved nothing.

“Fuck off!”

Cloudhawk turned back towards the Temple. He dashed down the hall, knocking back a dozen attackers with one swipe of his sword. They were all forced back before they had an opportunity to strike at him. Another swing and bolts of mental power were deflected. The relics they came from were destroyed, with the demon hunters who held them knocked off their feet.

This man was inhuman! Cloudhawk’s abilities were a terrifying shock to the Crusade’s inner circle. Fear gripped them, and they worried this lone attacker could defeat their army. Morale was shaken from Cloudhawk’s mighty display. None of them had ever met a monster like him, and he filled their hearts with fear.

Cloudhawk saw their hesitation and capitalized on it. He dashed towards the Sword of Sumeru. If the Temple was out of reach for the time being, then he would go after the next best thing.

The godly superweapon was now twenty-five percent charged. Inch by inch, an enormous blade was being forged. Cloudhawk attacked without hesitation, swinging his sword with lethal intent. Godslayer unleashed its payload in a blast no living thing could deflect. All the soldiers could do was watch as the cataclysmic blow was delivered.

They were beginning to understand. No wonder Cloudhawk had been able to take Skycloud. His strength, drive, and boldness were unimaginable. He was like the perfect evolution of a human.

“He’s as strong as a god.”

“How could these lowly humans even reach such capability?”

“It doesn’t matter. He must be slain. Shall you begin or shall I?”

“Allow me.”

The conversation between the gods of Light and Lightning took place in their minds and lasted only a moment. Wordlessly, they made their assessments and then acted, like robots.

As Cloudhawk launched his attack on the Sword of Sumeru, the Light God came at him with his blazing weapons.

“Sacred Flash!”2

No traveling, no process, no delay. The attack happened instantaneously. Cloudhawk only felt a moment of danger wash over him, intense and deadly. He’d learned to trust in his sixth sense and broke off his attack just as the streak of light appeared.

Highly capable people might still have been able to follow Siegebreaker’s moves despite his speed. However, this blow truly appeared to simply flash into being. Even Cloudhawk hadn’t seen it coming. The strike split the flesh on his back. Luckily, he’d allowed instinct to take over. Otherwise, it would have cut him in two.

Luck was what saved his life, not skill. He looked towards the source and saw the towering spirit of light, wrapped in radiance and holding a blazing sword of fire. The attack had come from the Light God. How was it so fast?

Lifting its imposing weapon, the Light God’s “voice” permeated Cloudhawk’s mind. “Sacred Flash moves at nearly the speed of light. There is no escape.”

The speed of light?! The weapons of the gods were amazing in the power they wielded. His enemy’s attacks moved too fast for any human to dodge, even Cloudhawk. Attacks like these could kill a foe in less than a second!

What else was capable of moving that fast? Humans couldn’t even reach a tenth of the speed of light!

Cloudhawk felt a curtain of light fall over him then. In his distraction, he didn’t see the Lightning God – in its terrible beastly form – come near. Before he could react, the maw of crackling lightning swallowed him up.

All of a sudden, he was enveloped in an abyss of thunder! Lightning struck at him from all angles. He reacted without thought, hacking at the body of the god he was trapped inside. An opening was carved out, and Cloudhawk dashed out from the creature’s back. A few teleportation bursts later and he was at a safe distance. It took two seconds for him to escape the god’s gullet.

So, the Supremes were attacking him together? Cloudhawk became more vigilant. The gods were not playing around. This was life or death. The Demon King’s successor was facing two-against-one odds, so the threat to his life was great.

The Light God ordered the inner circle to protect the Sword of Sumeru. Cloudhawk’s plans to destroy the superweapon were foiled, and again he found himself in dire straits.



1 Names like Siegebreaker are usually wastelander names, but this guy’s Chinese name is unique. 碎千军 can’t be confused for a name at all. It means “Breaker of a Thousand Armies.”
2 Literally “instant light of holiness.” Flash was chosen for its dual meanings.
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Two-thirds of the Lightning God’s body exploded outwards as Godslayer pierced through. Cloudhawk fell back two hundred meters, but his escape was not an easy one. This was evident by the charred clothing and curls of smoke that rose off of him.

The tongues of electricity re-formed into the Lightning God once again. The disparate bolts wrapped together into the shape of a monstrous winged beast a hundred meters long. No mark remained of where Cloudhawk had struck.

Skycloud’s leader was high in the air with his hand wrapped around the hilt of Godslayer as it soared ever farther. He jerked his body around and lashed out three times, carving the electric beast into quarters. The last strike was a brutal, vertical chop that caught it down the spine.

It was useless. The pieces of the Lightning God re-formed. It didn’t appear that Cloudhawk’s attacks were causing any damage. With pupils contracted, he glared at the god. Its recovery speed was second to none.

This was a problem! Cloudhawk took a deep breath. His foes would not be easily defeated.

As its name implied, the Light God’s powers were based on light. It was able to move and strike at incomparable speeds. Cloudhawk doubted the god could actually move at the speed of light, but if it could even manage one percent of that, then it was faster than him. Even one percent of the speed of light was several tens of thousands of times faster than anything else on Earth.1

At speeds like that, it was no different from teleportation. But that wasn’t exactly true since teleportation needed time to prepare. In that way, the Light God was actually faster than Cloudhawk and by quite a lot.

At three thousand kilometers a second, a single hair could flatten a mountain. Attacking with Sacred Flash, the god could destroy any physical matter. Cloudhawk might avoid an attack or two by relying on his sixth sense, but it wouldn’t save him for long.

Then there was the Lightning God, who was also not easy to deal with. Its powers lay in the fact that its body was in a plasma state. The mighty creature it chose to manifest as was made up of ropes of electrified plasma from head to tail. There was no weak point to speak of.

In other words, the only way to defeat the Lightning God seemed to be to destroy all of it, all at once. It didn’t matter how many times you chopped it to pieces or how vicious those attacks were. The god would simply re-form.

Against either one of them alone, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure to emerge victorious. Against two, his chances of survival were much reduced.

Meanwhile, the Sword of Sumeru was forming right before his eyes. Beyond the curtain in the Temple sat the War God and the Dragon God – two more Supremes waiting in the wings. Without a doubt, they both knew what was happening outside and could join the fight at any moment. Any way you cut it, Cloudhawk was in mortal danger.

“Sacred Flash!”

Energy gathered in the Light God’s weapon. A second later, it formed into an impossibly sharp streak of light that could cut through anything. Cloudhawk reacted instinctively to his gut feeling and tried to teleport.

No good. The Light God was too fast. Cloudhawk needed time to prepare his teleportation. Strong as he was, he couldn’t move faster than light. In fights like this, delaying even one thousandth of a second could be fatal, for the god’s attacks were practically instantaneous.

Cloudhawk teleported fifty meters away, blinking back into reality with a nasty gash on his left shoulder. It’d cut almost all the way through, and the gaping wound was nauseating to behold. Cloudhawk used his relics to heal the damage, just enough for his body’s own regenerative abilities to take over.

Residual holy fires burned near the injury, disrupting his healing and continuing to burn through his flesh. If his body wasn’t already so well-tempered, he would have been consumed by it.

“Sharp reflexes.” The Light God re-formed and “voiced” its praise. It didn’t matter. Cloudhawk was as good as dead.

However, Cloudhawk had been paying attention. After two attacks, he’d recognized the flaw in his foe’s attacks. Although he couldn’t dodge these strikes, the Light God had a glaring deficiency: it couldn’t attack continuously. If it could, then few creatures in the entire universe would be able to stand against it. The god could even use this power for interstellar travel.2

The power of the Light God could only be used in brief, singular bursts. After each use, there was a period of recovery. If it were just the two of them, Cloudhawk could use that opening to counterattack. Unfortunately, the Lightning God’s involvement got in the way. Before he could strike back, a torrent of electric energy swallowed him up.

The wave of lightning was like an angry sea. Cloudhawk found himself suddenly engulfed, proving that the Lightning God – being a Supreme – was as difficult to deal with as any of its peers. What’s more, the Lightning God was also surprisingly fast.

“Go to hell!” Pale white light sprang up around Cloudhawk like an egg shell. The electricity that struck the shield was deflected and dispersed.

Roooaaarr! The Lightning God, in its terrifying beast form, rushed at him. It clamped its jaws down on the human to try and swallow him once again. Once caught in the storm that was its stomach, Cloudhawk would be blasted to pieces.

Would this never end? Cloudhawk filled Godslayer with his mental powers, causing black lightning to split the sky. The Lightning God’s hundred-meter-long body was cleaved in two. Cloudhawk dashed forward rapidly, passing through its body and striking at what was to him the more dangerous foe.

Boom! Boom!

As he raced through it, a series of explosions wracked the god’s body. Cloudhawk was caught within and was buffeted by the discharge of energy. His shield quickly weakened, and his progress was slowed.

Caw caw! Caw caw caw!

Cloudhawk’s attention was captured by the sound of a bird by his ear. He glanced over and saw a host of flapping wings made from thunder closing in on him. Countless thunder birds were flung from the explosions all around.

Every attack was strong enough to blast rock to pieces! These were difficult to endure, even for Cloudhawk. He had no choice but to slow down and use his sword to cut the birds apart before they got too close. He also punched out with his left hand, causing a hundred more of the birds to explode at a safe distance.

But, more were coming, each of them an extension of the Lightning God’s body!

Cloudhawk had no way of dealing with this creature. Mental attacks were useless because his target keeps splitting into countless parts, and he had to annihilate all of them at once. It was the only way to deal a blow to the Lightning God. Even if he eliminated ninety-nine point nine percent of the birds and left just one, it wouldn’t be enough.

If this kept up, he would surely lose. He barely withstood the god’s fury when another keen sense of danger approached from above. The Light God was attacking again.

Shit! No time to dodge!

Cloudhawk knew it was coming, but the Lightning God had him locked down. He could only cross his arms in front of him and pour all of his strength into defense. His gauntlet and sword were held out defensively and then -

BOOM!

Cloudhawk felt his mind go blank. The world turned end over end.

A streak of dazzling light had appeared from space, slamming into Cloudhawk with terrifying power. It easily tore through his shield and ripped through his organs. His bones, a hundred times harder than diamonds, shattered into pieces as he fell to the ground.

Before the eyes of the Elysian soldiers, Cloudhawk came crashing down like a golden meteor. At ten times the speed of sound, he crashed into the Guardian Palace. The great structure shattered into nine pieces. Those pieces then blasted apart. From the impact alone, they could only imagine the power that had struck Cloudhawk.

A few moments later, the Gods of Light and Lightning returned to their original forms. They hovered in the air, awash in radiance. Beautiful. There were no marks on their perfect forms to indicate they’d been in battle.

The two deities looked upon the destroyed palace, through the rubble at Cloudhawk buried within. His still body was wrapped in burning holy light.

“Is he dead?” The thought came from the Lightning God.

The Light God answered, “Dead or not, he is no threat.”

True, Cloudhawk wasn’t going to run. On the one hand, the area’s spatial disturbance robbed him of his greatest advantage. On the other, he was alone with no allies.

What human could triumph over two Supremes? If the Cloud God were with him, perhaps he might have kept the Light God at bay. Alone, however, he was doomed. With no way to run, he was as good as dead.



1 One percent of the speed of light is roughly 3000 kilometers a second. That’s nearly the length of the United States.
2 Theoretically, I guess, but the closest stellar neighbor to our sun is Proxima Centauri, which is 4.24 light years away. Blink of an eye for a god but still a long way to go even at light speed.
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Everyone was shocked by the might and scale of the battle they’d witnessed.

The strength of the gods was never in question. However, the onlookers were a special breed. Among them were Master Demon Hunters and accomplished martial artists who were confident in their abilities. Some believed they had reached the level of some gods, but this fight showed that they were still inferior to these mighty creatures.

Why were these beings called gods? It was because of their limitless lifespans, millennia of experience, breadth of knowledge, and tremendous power! They had bodies that were evolved to perfection, and their long years made them excellent fighters. What’s more, the tools and weapons they used were indistinguishable from magic. How could humans see them as anything other than divine beings?

Men like Siegebreaker were the peak of human achievement, but Cloudhawk had made a fool out of him. However, even he was beaten into the ground by these creatures. Obviously, the gulf between humans and gods was too wide to overcome.

Legends claimed that thousands – maybe tens of thousands of gods lived on Mount Sumeru. Weapons like the Sword of Sumeru were probably commonplace there. Formed into an army and focused on their planet, humans stood as much of a chance as insects before a magnifying glass. All would be destroyed.

There was no overcoming the differences between their races. Humanity’s infant culture was insignificant before the gods.

The Sword of Sumeru continued to emerge. One-third of it blazed threateningly from the ball of light. Demon hunters continued to pour their mental powers into it, forging the weapon inch-by-inch. The sheer energy surrounding it was equivalent to that in a nuclear bomb.

Movement caught the attention of the gods. Cloudhawk stirred beneath the rubble. He was still alive?

The Lightning God reacted with a vicious punch. Power from his fist extended outward and swelled to several times its original size. Blasting through the ruined halls, it came crashing down on Cloudhawk to end his life.

Cloudhawk rose from within the rubble on shaky legs. He had just enough time to raise his left arm after sensing the attack bearing down. His movements were sluggish, almost haphazard. However, the flash of dull white light that emerged blocked the Lightning God’s strike, causing the surrounding debris to be further shattered but causing no damage to him.

Onlookers gaped at the scene. Somehow, this man got back onto his feet despite being wreathed in holy fire and then blocked the Supreme’s deadly assault. The damage he sustained had to be fatal. How was he still breathing? He was nothing if not tenacious!

Of course, Cloudhawk was no ordinary man. In addition to his great power, he also had a superhuman constitution. It was the only thing that prevented the Light God’s attack from slaying him outright. What’s more, in defiance of his injuries, Cloudhawk had risen from the ruins to defend himself. It was a miracle. That was the only way to describe it.

It’d been so long since he suffered wounds this bad. So long since he was backed into a corner.

Cloudhawk had survived to this day because he never stopped fighting. For a time, he was tired of the fighting and believed death would be a liberation. But never before this moment had he felt so full of the desire to fight back.

All the times before, he fought on the back foot – a passive figure, pulled along by the currents of strife. Now, though… this was different. He wanted to fight. He wanted to live!

He had to stop the gods and protect his family. He was the only hope for this dying world! He wasn’t sure when it started, but Cloudhawk felt a deep sense of responsibility. Destiny had chosen him to be born in this place, during this time in history. There was a reason. He couldn’t swim against the current any longer.

“You have no hope of victory. Your defeat is inevitable.” The power of the Light God flared again. “The inferiority of your species is obvious. Why do you come seeking your own demise?”

Cloudhawk lifted his head, revealing a ghastly smirk. With a shrug, he answered, “I’m here… I figure I might as well leave behind a little something to remind everyone that I was.”

“You are naught but a speck of dirt. No one will remember you.”

The Light God’s voice rang through everyone’s mind, emotionless and dignified. He punctuated the declaration with another attack at near light speed, directly at the impudent human.

Cloudhawk saw it coming with precise accuracy. He moved a few meters to the side, and the sense of danger washed over him – but not a hair was disturbed.

For a moment, there was a puzzled tone in the Lightning God’s “voice.” “He dodged?”

How? There were only a handful of creatures that were able to evade the Light God’s attacks. During the Great War, the Light God had slain three demon elders with this power. How, then, was this lowly mortal able to do it? It was unthinkable!

Cloudhawk was clearly badly wounded. It had to have a negative impact on his reaction time. When he lifted his face, it was covered in dirt, blood, and cuts. Both his eyes gleamed with light, the left a deep and imposing black and the right a dazzling silver.

Where before a fog had covered the silver eye, now it was gone. Focus returned, and like a shining bulb, it released a corona of silver light. Mysterious and unsettling.

“That eye…”

When the Light God saw the shimmering orb, there was an inkling in the back of its mind. Something acquired from the collective memory of its species. Only, it wasn’t possible… how had this human come to possess the Eye of Time? It was not a power he should have been able to use!

Yes, the Eye of Time was renewed!

The mighty relic had been nearly destroyed when overused by the Avatar. However, Wolfblade had predicted that Cloudhawk’s special constitution and willpower would restore the eye to working order.

Faced with the Light God’s deadly attack, the eye’s potential was activated. Cloudhawk’s will poured into the relic, and from that instant forward, he began to see.

It wasn’t a normal eye, nor was it a normal relic. It was an instrument of time, rarer than even spatial relics. Cloudhawk was now capable of using both!

With Wolfblade’s help, he was now able to use a portion of the God King’s power. A man able to weave the folds of space-time. Such a thing had never occurred before.

Both of the Supremes were frozen in shock. They did not know what this meant. Somehow, this ordinary mortal had the talents of the Demon and God Kings – which made his potential greater than both.

But… why? How? He was a mere human, cursed with a short lifespan and meager existence!

He took advantage of the gods’ confusion. Cloudhawk’s body jerked as a series of cracks and pops surrounded him. His bones reformed, fusing whole in the space of a second. All the cuts and bruises melted away, reversed by his superhuman vitality.

The Light God’s attacks were strong but could not come in quick succession. Now that Cloudhawk could see them coming, he could avoid them. In more ways than one, the Eye of Time was the Light God’s bane. It was the nemesis of all who relied on explosive attacks. What’s more, with the help of this eye, his attacks were infinitely more powerful!

Indignation did not influence the Light God’s decisions. Its species was not prone to such base outbursts. Although it recognized the slight on its authority, its voice was calm. “Even if you can predict Sacred Flash, do you think your power alone is enough to defeat two Supremes?”

“The Sword of Sumeru is nearly complete.” The Lightning God marked the progress, and both beings looked towards the weapon. “This sword will destroy your insignificant Alliance. With one blow, everything you love will be annihilated.”

“Heh. In your dreams!” Cloudhawk screwed up his lethal intent and launched forward, Godslayer held aloft!

His mental powers were in no way inferior to that of the gods he fought. With the help of the Eye of Time, he was now able to predict how they would react as well.

The Lightning God had re-formed into its beast form. Cloudhawk immediately cleaved it in two. However, he was clever and knew that wasn’t enough, so he imbued the strike with flame. Castigation Fire painted the sky green as it devoured the Lightning God’s ion form, slowing its ability to re-form.

His target, though, wasn’t really the Lightning God. That creature was too hard to kill. It would take him far too long and require far too much energy. He would leave the god for another day. The Light God was the one Cloudhawk meant to put down first!

The Light God was more threatening than his peer. With its deadliest trick countered, however, it had no choice but to take up its blazing sword and attack directly. Even without its unique advantage, the god was no weaker than Arcturus had been. With such overwhelming mental power, even the basest relics were life-threatening.

From below, the human onlookers watched as Cloudhawk passed through the two pieces of the Lightning God. He dodged several counterattacks to appear before the Light God with his black blade at the ready. Black steel and blazing light met in a shower of sparks. The god’s holy light dimmed.

On the one hand, Godslayer was a frighteningly powerful tool. On the other, Cloudhawk was attacking with the ferocity of a mad beast.

Ten exchanges followed before Cloudhawk suddenly unleashed a mental assault. The Light God stumbled under the burden, giving Cloudhawk an opportunity to gain the advantage. With a mighty blow, he shattered the blade of holy fire. It followed through to cleave into the god’s body.

All at once, Cloudhawk released Godslayer’s power.

The god’s magnificent armor cracked, and the attack sent it flailing backwards.

What an unimaginable turn of events! In an incredible reversal, Cloudhawk had succeeded in a desperate counterattack.


24 / The Sword Swings


The Light God’s weapon re-formed just in time to meet another blow from Godslayer. It hacked towards the being like an ax at dead tree limbs, cleaving easily through the weapon and into the Light God’s body. Seething with energy, it entered at the god’s left shoulder and down to the right abdomen.

Where it passed, the armor split and the brilliant light dimmed.

With a flick of his wrist, Cloudhawk brought the weapon around for another pass, but with a flash, the Light God retreated. It reappeared several thousand meters away.

Trying to run?

He expected as much. The Light God was incomparably fast, having speed that it could use to attack but also to flee. Moving tens of thousands of meters in the blink of an eye was not difficult. Moreover, with relics, the process was even quicker and more dramatic.

The Light God hung in the sky overhead, the gaping gash visible to all. However, as shocking as it was to behold Cloudhawk’s blow, it hadn’t even touched the god’s body. It was a new and unsightly addition to the creature’s armor.

Its defenses had a powerful damage absorption function. Despite the ferocity with which he struck, Cloudhawk’s attack was not deep enough. He’d done nothing to the god besides mar his suit.

“You are nothing but a trivial mortal. We are surprised that you have the Eye, but an insect with minimal godly powers is still an insect. Nothing you do will change the inevitable – you will lose. Everyone you know and love will die. If you cannot even defeat us, then you are doomed before the might of Sumeru.”

As it spoke, the Light God’s armor began to radiate with light. It flowed like water over the fractured pieces, and after a few short moments, it was restored. The only indication that anything had happened was a slight dimming in the Light God’s radiance.

Yet in contrast to its words, the Supreme was taken aback by Cloudhawk’s strength. Concerning, too, was the might of his weapon and his evolved physique. The power he wielded was on the same level as the gods.

In less than ten exchanges, the Light God had been handily overcome.

“Gods definitely are different. They can take a good chop and keep on going.” Cloudhawk scowled and looked at his sword. “But if one cut won’t do it, I’ll hack ten times. A hundred if I have to. Let’s see which is tougher – your body or my sword!”

Cloudhawk didn’t like wasting time with banter, especially when the odds were clearly not in his favor.

But here he was, stuck, so he might as well fight to the end. He couldn’t give them any breathing room or he’d find himself surrounded by hundreds of demon hunters. Furthermore, the other two Supremes hiding in the Temple could emerge at any moment.

He went chasing after the Light God.

A screeching noise split the sky as the Lightning God changed forms again. Thousands upon thousands of electrified birds charged towards Cloudhawk as fast as lightning bolts. They came upon him like an apocalyptic rain, and his world became a chaos of electricity.

Fuck, again! Cloudhawk shut his right eye and looked at the world through his left.

Traces of the birds in various sections of time were revealed to him. He winced as heat burned his eye socket, followed by a stabbing pain. The glut of information was causing his mind to overload.

Shit! Too much variation.

He couldn’t differentiate so many changes at once. There were limits to what the Eye of Time could accomplish. It was a powerful relic, but if its targets were too many or its scope too broad, the deluge of information would be much too draining.

The Lightning God attacked Cloudhawk with a huge number of electric birds. They came from different directions and at different times. Cloudhawk couldn’t follow every one, so he limited it to the area around himself. He used himself as a point of reference for his defense.

Thunderbirds came at him like a wave, but Cloudhawk’s defense was impermeable. They crashed against him and dissipated like splashes of ink. Meanwhile, the Light God took this chance to re-engage. It attacked with its Sacred Flash, recovered and attacked again. However, Cloudhawk’s attentions were locked on the Supreme. He knew when the attacks were coming. They were no threat.

Cloudhawk and the two Supremes were locked in a stalemate. He was tangled up with the Lightning God while trying to land blows on its partner. At the moment, there was no way for him to cut down either god. Likewise, there was no way for the duo to kill this impudent human.

Meanwhile, the gathered soldiers watched this outrageous battle. They wanted to aid their deities but could find no way to do so. A fight of this level was far beyond their capabilities.

But while it seemed like the fight was even on the surface, things worsened for Cloudhawk with every passing moment. The gods didn’t need to kill him, only drain most of his power. Even with all his advantages, without enough energy, he was powerless against all the realms’ fighters. His hopes to destroy the Temple would be dashed.

His target was still protected behind an impenetrable black curtain. Inside, two more gods were waiting for him.

What’s more, as the fighting intensified and time stretched on, the Sword of Sumeru continued to form. A blade of light a hundred meters tall burned with ominous power. Slowly, it was nearing completion.

This weapon – containing the mental energies of hundreds of the strongest demon hunters – was like a sniper’s bullet entering the chamber. A crossbow, nearly loaded.

When it was released… the consequences were too terrible to contemplate.

An attack like that was terrible enough to completely alter the world’s landscape. It would wipe Skycloud or the Green Alliance off the map. Whatever target it chose, the result would be the same: complete and total annihilation.

“Motherfuckers! Out of my way!”

Thinking about it made Cloudhawk’s anxiety rise. He had to stop the superweapon, no matter the cost. But he couldn’t get free from the two gods. Besides, there were hundreds of demon hunters guarding the Sword, preventing him from getting close.

Time ticked by, one second after another until the Sword of Sumeru was eventually fully charged.

“You have already lost!” The Lightning God’s body coalesced into its humanoid form. In the battle with this mortal, it had transformed numerous times and expended a great deal of energy. However, the outcome of their conflict was never in doubt. “Unleash the Sword!”

Unleash the sword! The demon hunters answered, and the enormous weapon began to quiver from hilt to tip. It began slowly, extricating itself from the disc-shaped tower like an airship leaving harbor.

Though currently restrained, the sword contained a horrifying amount of power. Complex designs could be seen on its bright surface, pulsing with energy. The air around the blade warped as it was displaced.

It was being deployed. Finally, the heathen scum would be eliminated! The Sword of Sumeru was engaged, and there was no stopping it.

The Gods of Light and Lightning stood shoulder-to-shoulder. They knew that once the Sword of Sumeru was completed, nothing could stand in its way. The blasphemers were as good as dead.

But then something happened, something the two beings could hardly believe.

Cloudhawk teleported directly into the weapon’s path. Those gathered watched with wide eyes. Was he insane? He didn’t think he could stand alone against the Sword of Sumeru, did he?! It was simply impossible! Even someone as strong as the Demon King’s successor would be vaporized by this weapon without question.

Against the Sword, Cloudhawk was as tiny as a midge. But so be it! If this sword could cut down a fiend as difficult to kill as Cloudhawk, then it was a victory.

The blazing weapon inched closer. Cloudhawk felt a pressure unlike anything he’d felt before wash over him. He could hardly keep steady.

The further it extended from the disc, the faster the Sword began to move. Waves of light and heat spread in all directions. Cloudhawk felt like he was suffocating.

Good… excellent. Now’s the time.

A mysterious grin curled the edges of Cloudhawk’s lips. He raised Godslayer in his right hand, and the area filled with the vigor of ten million warriors. He used his left hand to slowly pull forth a silver chain.

It was time, his one chance. The fate of everything he’d built was at stake.


25 / Seizing the Sword


The Sword of Sumeru was created by energy from the universe, gathered by the Temple. It was forged and further empowered by the will of six hundred demon hunters. Nothing could withstand its power.

Every passing second saw the sword gaining speed. The mortal men and women who watched were frozen by the domineering might it unleashed. They knew that when the Sword struck, it would release all of its energy into the land. Everything around it would be forever altered.

Cloudhawk appeared before the superweapon, his tattered cloak flapping. Floating there with his black sword in hand, buffeting winds threatened to rip him from the sky.

He was a small black dot, nothing more. The Sword of Sumeru closed in on him with all the size and inertia of an airship at full speed. The sheer difference in size was staggering. What would happen when they collided?

When the Sword first emerged, it was almost ordinary, except for its size and the runes on the blade. It appeared to be covered in a layer of stone, giving it a dull appearance. Yet shortly after it was released, the weapon picked up speed. Cracks appeared upon the rugged exterior.

Crrrack! Snap! Chunks of stone started to fall away, revealing a dazzling body of jade-like material beneath. It was almost crystalline, and the light that poured from it flooded the area with prismatic luminescence. Everyone held their breath.

Twenty meters. Fifteen meters. Ten meters!

It continued to pick up speed as though rocket engines were moving it forward. Even more frightening was the energy it released, enough to warp space around it. Cloudhawk felt like he was nailed in place.

To everyone who watched, his death seemed assured. The gods especially understood the power of the Sword. Where it struck, the Sword released a zone of energy. Whatever was sucked inside would never escape.

It was too close now, too fast. Cloudhawk couldn’t dodge if he wanted to.

Ting! A sound arose, as clear as a crystal bell. The soldiers below watched Cloudhawk thrust his black blade forward to meet the tip of the Sword as though trying to stop it with nothing but the strength of his arm.

A fool, tilting at windmills!

An indescribable surge of energy followed. It poured from the front of the superweapon and swallowed Cloudhawk up. He was dead. He had to be! Ground to dust!

A mayfly could not shake the tree. A mantis could not stop the rolling wagon wheel. Although Cloudhawk had somehow managed to ward off two gods, the Sword of Sumeru was another power entirely. Why was he so bent on self-destruction?

It was unreasonable to hope he could overcome this.

Indeed, as Cloudhawk connected with the weapon, he felt a pressure more intense than anything he’d felt before. He felt his newly re-formed bones bend and crack. He was pushed back at staggering speed, and the friction of the surrounding atmosphere caused everything around him to burst into flame.

One could see it from a great distance: an enormous sword wreathed in fire, descending towards the earth. Squinting, one might see the small black dot fixed to its tip, struggling in vain and ignorant of the inevitable. Only one outcome was possible. What made this insect think it could change fate?

Grim certainty filled those watching. Yet…

“What? Look! The sword is getting smaller!”

“Nonsense, the Sword of Sumeru is crystallized energy. It wouldn’t just get smal-… hey, he’s right!”

As the crowd looked on, they saw that the tip was gone, though the black speck that was Cloudhawk remained. Little by little, they could tell – even from this distance – that the sword’s body was shrinking. It was slow but obvious.

What was happening? What was swallowing the Sword?

The superweapon was composed of unstable energy from the universe funneled by the Temple, combined with the mental powers of many demon hunters. All of it was temporarily bound into the shape of a sword. It wasn’t strictly physical, and there was no name for this energy in human scientific texts. Rather, it was a complex state between energy and matter with the properties of both. But one thing was certain to remain unchanged – its instability!

A flake of this energy no bigger than a fingernail could level mountains. How could it be depleted so rapidly without cause? The two gods understood immediately that Cloudhawk had to be the culprit.

Enveloped in fire, Cloudhawk focused his will on one of his relics – a long silver chain. It was joined end to end to form a circle. The area in the middle rippled with spatial energy to form a mirror-like surface. The Sword of Sumeru, massive and imposing, was slowly being devoured by the unassuming ring of dainty silver.

How?!

The Lightning God understood first. “A spatial relic! Stop him!”

But wasn’t it too late? Cloudhawk didn’t want to stop the Sword at all! Even the gods, for all their wisdom, had not foreseen that Cloudhawk had another plan entirely!

Disruption to the flow of space-time restricted what powers could be used around Sky Fortress. Spatial relics were greatly hampered, and using them demanded much more energy. Even Cloudhawk couldn’t move between dimensions as he normally did or use the subspace cube. Short-range teleportation was the best he could manage.

However, that restriction made his foes complacent. They didn’t notice one minor detail that reversed everything!

Cloudhawk recognized it the first time he saw Idonea’s Spacefetter relic. It was a weak tool, but it was unique. Under the right circumstances, it could make a huge difference!

Spacefetter formed a dimensional “mirror” with two faces that were connected. The trick was that the space between those connections was a lot longer than they appeared from the outside. A demon hunter could employ the relic to create a closed loop of temporary subspace.

This temporary dimension could swallow attacks. By calculating how long it would take an attack to pass through, the user could employ them for counters or defense. It hardly sounded like a mighty item, but might wasn’t the point.

How much space existed between the mirror’s faces wasn’t set in stone. It could shrink or expand like an infinitely large balloon. How far it stretched was directly correlated to the strength of the wielder. In Idonea’s hands, the longest distance was a few hundred meters. But if Cloudhawk used it, it could possibly stretch to tens of thousands! Enough to keep the Sword of Sumeru flying for much longer than intended!

The Light God attacked without any more hesitation. Under ordinary circumstances, Cloudhawk would be unable to defend himself, but the Eye of Time gave him superhuman insight. The whole time, he’d been watching the god closely for just such an attack.

As such, he knew precisely where the attack would land and what the consequences would be. He was prepared and thus avoided what his reflexes could not protect him from.

The Light God failed. The Lightning God followed after.

The being was more tenacious than a cockroach. It burst into another wave of birds and came swooping down. Both gods knew something was amiss and spared nothing to finish off the human interloper – but they were too late.

A weapon of mass destruction created by the gods was being defeated by a low-grade relic. Such a risky move had cost Cloudhawk greatly, but it was succeeding.

The Light God brandished his blazing sword, standing amid a storm of electric birds. It watched the sword vanish into the Spacefetter mirror – but no matter! After a period of rest, their demon hunters could forge another. Cloudhawk’s actions, however, were a threat to the Temple and an open slight against the gods.

The two Supremes launched themselves at a single mortal, but the lowly human was not eradicated. On the contrary, Cloudhawk held the upper hand! He’d even managed to steal their superweapon – a clear and brazen insult.

How could these most high and mighty beings suffer such indignity from a human?

The Lightning God struck first. Swarms of lightning birds attacked their target. The Light God followed close behind. Only, during their charge, they saw Cloudhawk stop. He slowly flipped the mirror around.

What?! The crowd was dumbfounded as the dazzling mirror surface came into view. Light poured out of it like a beam from the sun. It grew brighter and stronger until at last, the crystalline tip of a sword emerged. The terrifying burst of energy swallowed up the flock of birds.

It took only an instant. Those birds that were closer to Cloudhawk evaporated in an instant. The others tried to flee, but where could they go? It was too late to run.

The Sword of Sumeru’s gigantic form emerged from the mirror. Its field of energy filled the space, suppressing everything nearby. With incredible speed, it pierced right into the heart of the flock.

Like a smoldering iron being doused in water, the birds all turned to steam.

Faced with the encroaching weapon, even the unflappable mind of the god was thrown into confusion. Incredible power struck it like a tidal wave, and the being’s armor burst to pieces. Sprays of blood gushed from the fissures.

An instant before the Sword destroyed it, the Light God’s relic had recharged. It shot off into the distance at almost the speed of light. The Sword continued on through the atmosphere, leaving a trail of fire in its wake.

“No!”

Terrified cries arose from the halls of Sky Fortress as they helplessly watched the Sword of Sumeru crash into the dark curtain around the Temple. Then, the world disappeared. Everything was devoured by light, heat, and a deafening roar.


26 / Cloudhawk, the Godslayer


The Sword of Sumeru pierced the Temple’s enchantment.

Light penetrated the curtain of darkness – a dagger to the heart of Sky Fortress.

It was an area even Cloudhawk couldn’t pass through. It took a direct blow from the superweapon to cut open a doorway. Then, once the Sword’s energy was fully released, it swallowed up everything in the vicinity.

The enchantment shattered like someone had taken a hammer to a mirror. All of the traps and defenses erected by the four Supremes collapsed as well. How terrible was the power of this divine weapon!

Waves of power swept through the area in what felt like an endless barrage, a flood of dragons dancing among the ruin. Although Cloudhawk had deflected the sword away from himself, the blowback from the impact was nearly enough to fling him backward.

All of the elite gathered around the Temple felt it. A wave of destructive energy so intense it was hard to fathom. They scrambled away in every direction to avoid being devoured by it.

The Sword’s forging platform took a good deal of the residual explosion. The disc-like structure cracked and tumbled away in pieces like a broken kite. Spatial disturbance orbs lining the hallways shattered one after another.

Everywhere one turned – annihilation.

Cloudhawk hung in the air, surrounded by a pale shell of light. As he retreated, he observed the situation. Among the chaos, he sensed a familiar aura. Looking towards it, he saw a flock of lightning birds trying to escape the energy vortex.

The Lightning God!

He’d watched the two Supremes get caught in the Sword’s path. Mortal beings would have been vaporized, and the two gods hardly fared better. The Light God was gravely injured and only survived by the grace of its light speed.

The Lightning God was harder to kill. It was able to change its body at will, and destroying one portion of it didn’t affect the whole.

A massive area was consumed by the energy of the Sword, and any living matter within was atomized. Only a few lucky survivors had escaped destruction, including the Lightning God. Now, it was the god’s misfortune to be targeted by Cloudhawk.

A rare opportunity had presented itself. The Lightning God was weakened. This small flock of birds was all that remained. In other words, if this handful were eliminated, the Lightning God would die.

Seriously injured, the Supreme was trying to flee and recover. In its desperation, it did not know where to fly to. Cloudhawk knew that no support was coming in the aftermath of that explosion. There was no better time to destroy this creature than right now!

It was time!

Cloudhawk warped space around him, appearing before the flock of birds. He hacked at them, destroying a portion. In a display of terror, the remaining birds gathered together. Once again, there stood the tall and imposing humanoid figure.

The Lightning God was forced to return to its original form. Without a moment’s hesitation, it summoned several hundred lightning bolts and flung them at his attacker. But Cloudhawk would not be denied. Brandishing Godslayer, he hacked through the bolts and buried his sword in the Lightning God’s shoulder.

A god’s armor seemed to be tied to their energy and willpower. Where before the Lightning God seemed invincible, its blazing electric light was now dim. It was at its weakest point, on the verge of collapse. Drained as it was and with no way to recover, the god could not protect itself from Godslayer’s bite.

The Lightning God’s right arm was cleaved from his body at the shoulder, but so long as any portion of him remained intact, he could reform. Its right arm fired at Cloudhawk like a shot from a railgun. Were he a normal mortal, that would have ended the fight, but Cloudhawk had the benefit of the Eye of Time. He saw this attack coming, deflected it with Godslayer, and the crackling black power of his sword blasted the limb to pieces.

Then, he blinked back in front of the deity.

Too fast! With nowhere to flee, it could only react by swinging a sword of lightning clutched in its left hand. Cloudhawk hacked towards it, and when the weapons met, the Lightning God’s sword evaporated. Once again, Godslayer bit into godly flesh, and its left arm disintegrated.

Cloudhawk didn’t hesitate. His enemy’s tricks were myriad, so he pressed the attack. If the Lightning God was given any chance, the being would find a way to survive and this rare opportunity would be lost. So long as this Supreme lived, it was a danger to the human race.

The dark light of Godslayer streaked past again, this time across the waist. The Lightning God’s legs disappeared in black lightning and green fire. Only the being’s upper half remained, hovering in the air. No blood leaked from the wound, only arcs of lightning that tried to rocket the god out of the path of danger.

Cloudhawk teleported into range again. Godslayer thrust into the god’s chest and exited from its back. This froze the Lightning God in place. It could no longer flee. Cloudhawk looked into its eyes that were pools of cold electric light. They were the eyes of someone who knew their doom approached.

“My destruction is only temporary, but your end is preordained.”

This asshole was pontificating even in the moment of its death?

“Well then, let’s move this along.” Cloudhawk hacked his weapon at the god’s head, splitting it in two like a watermelon. Dark lightning and green fire spread across what remained. After only a few short seconds, everything was gone.

It was done. Cloudhawk had murdered a Supreme God. It was so complete that it could be called a violation. To the humans who watched, it was a staggering blow to the core of their being. From this moment on, Cloudhawk had earned the title of a true godslayer! He proved that humans could overcome these lofty beings.

Cloudhawk looked around for his second target, the Light God. Now was the time to finish off the god, but the chaos of the battlefield was widespread. He couldn’t pinpoint his foe’s location.

Fuck it. Good enough for now. It’s too wounded to be a threat anyway.

Cloudhawk stood in the empty space where the Lightning God had been destroyed. The only thing his fires had not consumed was a thumb ring.1 The fact that it survived meant it was a relic and a high-quality one at that. He snatched it up and put it away to examine later.

The field of energy at the heart of the explosion continued to rage. A storm had sprung up, made of buffeting winds that only seemed to grow more intense with the passage of time. If this continued, it wouldn’t threaten just the Temple, but also the entire Fortress around it. All the soldiers stationed here were in mortal danger.

Once the Sword of Sumeru unleashed its terrible power, the results were disastrous.

“Use this!”

Cloudhawk threw out a small cube, his subspace relic, which immediately activated. It spun in the air and spread open to reveal a portal. Spatial interference had kept him from using it before, but once the Sword of Sumeru struck, those disruptors were destroyed. His unique powers were restored.

He picked up Idonea, who was still too stunned to understand what was happening, and flung her into the portal. He then used his willpower to project his thoughts into the minds of everyone else. “This place is coming down. There’s no running away. If you want to live, you’ll go through this portal!”

“Why should we believe you!?”

“It’s a trap!”

Many voiced their concerns, but it was clear that the Fortress was crumbling around them. Only a fraction of the Sword’s energy had reached them so far. Soon, it would be too much for them to withstand.

“Stay and die. Go through the portal and die. If you’re going to die anyway, might as well have a change in scenery.”

Once the dimensional portal was open, Cloudhawk moved it over to the others. That was the best he could do. Whether or not they chose to save their own lives was up to them. Luckily, while they saw Cloudhawk as an enemy, they weren’t stupid. After a moment of hesitation, they all began to run through the portal.

Cloudhawk kept the Cube activated while folding dimensions to the spore planet. There he deposited Sky Fortresses’ survivors.

It used to be that moving people through dimensions was a taxing process. A thousand soldiers of their strength would have taken him a full day to transport – except now, the subspace cube made that process much easier.

“This...”

“Where are we?”

As they were ejected from the cube, elite soldiers from the four Elysian realms looked around in astonishment. Moments ago, they were on the edge of an explosion high above the world. Now, in the blink of an eye, they were somewhere else entirely with plants they’d never seen before.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk took some clothing from his dimensional warehouse and put them on. His own wounds were considerable, and if these angry faithful knew that, they might descend on him. After all, there were a number of Master Demon Hunters and high-class martial artists in their ranks.

“You evil bastard, where did you bring us!?” It was Siegebreaker who yelled the challenge. His injuries were already healing as was typical for a man with such a highly evolved constitution. Only, when Cloudhawk turned his attention to the warrior, his fighting spirit withered. This monster was too strong, strong enough that they all felt hopeless. If a Supreme could not survive his ire, then how could they?

So, even though Cloudhawk stood brazenly before them, even though he was wounded and drained, no one dared to lift a finger.

He calmly looked over the crowd. “This is another world your gods conquered. Now, this is all that’s left: ruins and fungi. Below your feet lay the cities of its original inhabitants. Their grim present is our future. That’s why we have to join together and fight back.”



1 These rings are thick pieces of ornamentation old-timey emperors used to wear.

27 / Turnaround


“Don’t believe him!”

“He’s the reason Skycloud fell from grace! We can’t let him run amok in our homes!”

“After him! We can kill him together!”

Cloudhawk wasn’t given a chance to make his case. Even if he were, this group wasn’t going to listen to a word he said. He didn’t have enough hard, compelling evidence to change their thinking. In the face of deep-seated prejudice, there was no room for talk.

So be it. If they wouldn’t listen to reason, then he would just leave them here. At least they wouldn’t get in the way.

“Whatever you think, I just saved your lives.” Cloudhawk clasped his hands behind his back and addressed the crowd like an irritated teacher. “If this is how you repay my help, you might find it lacking next time.”

Cloudhawk was strong but vastly outnumbered. There were a slew of fighters who occupied the highest levels of human achievement. He might be able to handle four or five at once, but much more than that and he would find himself in a tough spot.

“Come on!” Siegebreaker barked. “We’re not idiots. You think pretending to be a savior will make us give up this opportunity? Everyone, for the safety of the realm – attack!”

A glint of ridicule shone in Cloudhawk’s eyes as he looked at his defeated foe. Seeing this contempt, the veins on Siegebreaker’s head swelled in anger. His recent, embarrassing defeat to Cloudhawk was still fresh in his mind, but whatever the circumstances, he was still a mighty warrior! Such disrespect was intolerable.

“Fine. Make your move then.” With that mysterious, mocking sentence, he turned his back on them as though they were not there. The Elysians looked at one another in hesitation.

“You bastard, making a show of things!” Siegebreaker’s knuckles cracked as he clenched his fists. “I want my rematch!”

“Hold!” The voice came from among the crowd. A group of demon hunters pushed to the front with a few elder men leading them. “We can’t attack him now.”

Siegebreaker scowled incredulously. “High Priest Gorman Vargas1? What are you saying?”

Gorman Vargas was Stormford’s High Priest, making him a peer to Highmorn’s Lucian Ambrose and Skycloud’s Ramiel Caelestis. At this moment, the spritely old man bore a serious countenance. He had just seen the death of the god he’d served all his life.

High Priests were the embodiment of their god’s will on Earth. But now his god was dead, so what purpose did he serve? What would become of Stormford? These were questions that burned in his heart.

A smile touched the corner of Cloudhawk’s lips. Without even turning to look at them, he took several steps forward. Space compressed around him, warping his words. “Seems you don’t have the heart. I have a mess to clean up and no time to play with you all. Hang out here and take all the time you need to mull things over. See ya.”

As his last words hung in the air, Cloudhawk vanished. For a few moments, space around where he had been continued to ripple. Then it calmed.

The crowd stared at the empty spot for a second before Siegebreaker broke the silence. “Why?!”

“Idiot, are you blind? This isn’t our world!” Gorman cast a withering glare at the martial artist. “His spatial powers are strong. Even if we were a threat, he could simply disappear through dimensions. Even our ability to keep him here is questionable, much less killing him. Say we manage it – then what? How do we return home?”

Siegebreaker finally understood. No wonder the others didn’t act. It wasn’t because they feared Cloudhawk. It was because he was their only ticket home. If they killed the fiend here, there was no way back. They would be burning their only bridge.

Here they were, stuck! The four realms would be lost without their strongest to defend them! Cloudhawk, the bastard. Did he intend to lock them up here forever?

Siegebreaker was filled with denial, but what could he do? There was no way out of this prison.
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A few minutes after teleporting the Elysians to their new home, Cloudhawk returned to Sky Fortress. He arrived at a scene of devastation. The enchantments that protected the Temple had collapsed, and those further out were unstable. Outside, the armada was milling around in confusion and alarm.

They’d just missed being consumed by the explosion. Cloudhawk didn’t know how much power the Sword of Sumeru had contained, but judging by the catastrophe it left behind, he could guess.

When it struck the black curtain, a huge amount of light and energy had been released. The defenses hiding the Temple were overloaded and destroyed. However, the structure itself moved at the last moment and avoided absolute destruction. The Sword swept by, and the Temple avoided a direct blow.

Even so, a fourth of the pyramid-shaped Temple was in ruin. The superweapon pierced the inner and outer enchantments to obliterate a hundred or more airships. Oxygen fled out into space, and anti-gravity fields failed. In the end, Sky Fortress was teetering on the precipice of collapse.

Below, a motley army approached.

They were Cloudhawk’s allies, arriving just in time. Sky Fortress had suffered a terrible blow, and all the soldiers of its inner circle were gone. Of the four Supremes, one was dead and another was gravely wounded. Only two remained in fighting condition.

If the Cloud God or several of his strongest fighters arrived to back him up, Cloudhawk was confident they could win this fight!

The Temple! That was his target. It was more than just a link between their world and Mount Sumeru. It was the foundation of divine imperialism. Without them and the endless energy they provided, the Elysian lands would never have been established. The gods would have no way to demand human faith and obedience.

With this in mind, Cloudhawk chose not to wait for reinforcements. One man, one sword. He dashed towards the Temple, teleporting across the space. The structure was badly damaged, but the fact that Sky Fortress still stood meant its powers remained.

He would fix that!

Cloudhawk held Godslayer aloft, and a beam of light shot from it, a hundred meters into space. The Milky Way above was cleaved in two. Like a blazing ribbon, he brought it down upon the Temple to finish what the Sword of Sumeru started.

Only, just then…

The pupil of his left eye contracted. A scene emerged before him, of a winged beast putting itself between him and his target to take the blow. Another armed and armored Supreme launched at him with a vicious attack.

He takes a punch. Much to Cloudhawk’s surprise, even his evolved body is unable to take it. His chest caves in, and the damage is absolute. Too late to fight back. His enemy grabs his right arm and rips it off…

Fuck!

In the last instant, Cloudhawk moved his strike. The stream moved away from the Temple and out into space – directly into the path of a silent figure.

The blow from its fist swung wide. Cloudhawk’s sword strike streaked off into darkness as if it had never been. He glowered at the two figures near the Temple, clad in divine armor. He’d seen them once before. The one in black armor had saved the Temple from falling after his fight with the Avatar. He knew the winged one to be a strong and deadly foe.

The War and Dragon gods.

He knew they would show up. Fortunately, he had already defeated one of the Supremes and wounded another. Otherwise, the four of them together would have been far too much for him to handle. Although he stood there eyeing his new opponents calmly, in his heart, he knew a single mistake could mean his doom.

These two gods were special. They were generals of their race.

Field Marshals like them were few. Living war machines that led armies from the front. It was they who led the divine soldiers against the demonic hordes in the Great War.

The Dragon God and the War God were such commanders.

In regard to direct combat power, both were superior to the likes of the Cloud God, the Lightning God, or the Light God. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was greatly drained and wounded from the obstacles up to this point. Against these two enemies, he was looking at a deadly uphill contest.



1 Gorman is Irish for “little blue one”, and Vargas is Spanish for “hut”. His Chinese name is “blue hut”.

28 / Three On One


The War God was somewhere between four and five meters tall, covered from head to toe with jet-black armor. No light was reflected off its surface except for pulsing veins of red that wrapped around it like lava flows. The being wrapped itself in a hostile aura, but its true power was hard to determine.

One punch dissuaded Cloudhawk’s attack. In his vision, he saw that the god could tear his arm off with hardly any effort.

What sort of terrible strength did it possess? The War God was famously strong – enough to level mountains and redirect rivers. In terms of straight physical ability, it was ten times stronger than the average god or demon!

Different races had different limitations. Dragenmere’s Siegebreaker, Skycloud’s Skye Polaris, Ash Farran, the old drunk… they had achieved the pinnacle of human martial ability. Only, the very best a human could achieve was still nothing compared to the gods.

Cloudhawk was also listening to the hum of relics and was surprised by what he found. The War God’s relics weren’t coming from outside of its body. With the exception of its frightful armor, Cloudhawk’s foe wasn’t carrying any other equipment. The resonance he sensed was coming from the god’s very bones. In other words, the War God was likely using a fusion relic like Castigation Fire or the Blood of the Phoenix.

Blood of the Phoenix took up residence in the bearer’s own blood, allowing it to spread all throughout the body. Any injury was healed at shocking speed. The War God, in contrast, did not have a relic in his blood – but in his bones!

The Dragon God was similar in size to its counterpart but was built much larger. A pair of impressive dragon wings that were densely covered in scales spread from its shoulders. It certainly made the creature stand out. Through the Eye of Time, Cloudhawk saw that it was capable of taking a direct blow from Godslayer and shrugged it off. That meant the Dragon God had defenses that would be tough to crack.

Offense was the realm of the War God. Defense was the Dragon God’s specialty. The two generals together were a complete and formidable fighting force. Cloudhawk knew that he couldn’t fight without a plan. If he did, the future he saw would only be the beginning. Thankfully, the Eye of Time had recovered at the right moment. Without its help, it would already be too late.

Boom-boom-boom!

Explosions sounded from outside Sky Fortress. His allies from Skycloud had arrived. The cavalry was here. With the Cloud God, Frost, and Selene, perhaps they would stand a chance.

For the moment, the two gods were also still. They were taken aback by this mortal’s gall in attacking them. In their hubris, they never imagined something like this might come to pass, especially once the Sword of Sumeru was completed. For this reason, they did not get involved even after the Gods of Light and Lightning discovered Cloudhawk’s presence.

Common sense dictated that the Light God – who killed any opponent in the blink of an eye – and the unkillable Lightning God would be enough to stop a single mortal. What’s more, they had to be cautious. What if it was a feint meant to draw them from the Temple? Thus, they remained in the heart of their fortress and watched.

However, the Lightning God and the Light God couldn’t defeat Cloudhawk, even together. Alas, one was killed and the other was wounded! It seemed outside the realm of possibility, but they had watched it happen.

The War God carefully measured this troublesome mortal, paying special attention to the silver eye. Even the divine general was cautious around such a relic.

“That is the God King’s eye. Wielding this power, it is no secret how you were able to defeat the other Supremes.” It was the Dragon God who spoke first. “But how far can your eye see?”

“I can see your death,” Cloudhawk responded calmly.

The gods were not troubled by his inflammatory words. Such talk might get under the skin of mortals, but to gods, they meant nothing. The threats of insignificant creatures like humans were discarded.

He who strikes first gets the advantage, so Cloudhawk raised Godslayer and rushed at his enemies. A trail of black lightning followed in its wake like a dragon’s tail. His silver eye flashed as the Eye of Time helped him anticipate changes and dangers on the battlefield. Teleporting across space, Cloudhawk appeared before the gods to deliver his attack.

But the War God was faster!

Every bone in its body began to vibrate. Without moving a muscle, the god launched into the air at incredible speed. In a flash, it caught Cloudhawk mid-charge. Its right fist, exuding suffocating pressure, came bearing down.

Even before it landed, its fist caused the area all around to buckle. Air was squeezed into a liquid state. It was a potent sign, showing that the blow could level a mountain range.

Fast, and strong! It was the only thought Cloudhawk had time to form. He teleported out of his enemy’s range, then swung his sword once more towards the Temple.

Cloudhawk’s aim wasn’t to defeat the two Supremes. If he could destroy the Temple, then all of Sky Fortress would collapse with it. The other four realms would no longer be a threat to his people. As for the two gods? Maybe they would go down with the Temple, maybe they wouldn’t. Right now, it didn’t matter.

While preparing for the strike, another scene was revealed through the Eye of Time…

Half a second. A flash of golden light moving too fast for him to follow. Distracted with attacking the Temple, Cloudhawk doesn’t dodge. Like a knife, the flash catches him at the waist and cuts him in two…

He held back a portion of his strength and teleported. He vanished, and at that moment, there was the briefest flicker of gold. All it managed to cut was the lingering shadow of the Demon King’s successor.

“The Light God?”

Cloudhawk didn’t need to see his attacker to know who it was. Only the Light God could attack with speed like that. Although the War God’s speed was explosive and intense, he could at least mostly follow it.

Once again, the Eye of Time had saved his life.

When the light flickered into nothingness, an armored figure stood in its place. The glimmer of its armor was erratic, and it stood on unsteady feet. The god was in a very bad state.

The Light God had taken a direct blow from the Sword of Sumeru. Cracks spread all across its armor, and some pieces had fallen free. Like an ancient clay figure that had barely survived the elements, the Light God was on the verge of destruction.

A large portion of the helmet had broken off, revealing that it was not a part of the creature. Rather, like a parasite, it stuck to the skin beneath like a second layer. With the armor destroyed, a small section of a strange face was revealed.

He couldn’t see much, but what was visible didn’t seem human at all. Was this the true face of the gods? Stories claimed that the gods and demons had come from far beyond the stars, and this seemed to confirm it. Of course, questions remained: What was their history? Why didn’t any of them remember where they’d come from? Why were the gods barred from knowing the truth?

But these philosophical questions were for another time. The Light God might have been badly wounded, but Cloudhawk now faced three Supremes. His situation was only getting worse as time passed. So, to try and even the score, he turned Godslayer on the wounded deity. From his weapon, a storm of dark lightning belched forth in an attempt to finish it off.

Just as he released his power, something strange happened. It all just… stopped. The lightning hung in midair as though gravity had taken hold. Half a breath later, it was wrenched to the side and slammed into the body of a godly general. The full force of it was absorbed into the creature’s body.

Cloudhawk stared in alarm as the Dragon God streaked towards him, bearing an eight-meter long spear.

BANG! The spear struck Godslayer, and in that instant, Cloudhawk felt his energy draining. The Dragon God wasn’t just a shield. It was able to leech mental energy from its foes!

Their contact lasted only a second, but Cloudhawk felt a fourth of his strength vanish like smoke.

He was preparing to counter when his eye activated again. He quickly activated his gauntlet’s defense just as the War God’s fist came crashing down. He was blasted backward from the impact.

The War God gave chase, appearing from the void with a deadly follow-up strike. Again and again, the punches came, each one causing the area to shudder. Cloudhawk teleported to avoid the worst of it, utilizing the Eye of Time to keep himself from being obliterated. However, the Dragon God was catching up, and the Light God was preparing another attack.

This is bad! If this kept up, the Eye of Time wasn’t going to save him.

Cloudhawk’s expression was darkening. He hadn’t recovered from the first fight. He couldn’t keep up with the War God’s speed. The Dragon God and Light God were providing aid. Three Supremes against one mortal – the outlook was grim.

Suddenly, a voice intruded in his mind. “Finally, I’ve found you. We’ve caught up at last.”

“Wolfblade? How are you talking to me? Are you close?”

“We’re still far. We won’t be able to get to you quickly. But you have a chance.”

Wolfblade’s voice was being projected to him through the Cloud God’s expansive psychic power. Cloudhawk was as shocked as he was impressed. The fiend only grew more powerful as he aged. He had to have a plan to fight back. If this was too much for Cloudhawk, he could mark their location, retreat, and regroup for another assault.


29 / Destroying the Temple


The dark sky was awash in chaos. Debris spread out across the expanse like shooting stars across a galactic battlefield. Every second that passed, the conflict grew more intense, especially in the heart of the fighting. Blinding flashes and deafening blasts came and went like a current.

The three Supremes – War, Dragon, and Light – attacked Cloudhawk as one. Although he had a few chances to escape, the Demon King’s successor gritted his teeth and stuck it out for as long as he could.

No one was better than him at escaping a sticky situation. Running wasn’t hard, but it would give his enemies a chance to regroup and recover. The gods’ evolved physicality meant the Light God would be more or less healed by the time Cloudhawk came back. He didn’t want to give them that chance.

The gods’ methods were as numerous as the hairs on an ox. Who knew what other tricks they had prepared? If Cloudhawk chose to rendezvous with Wolfblade, the gods would certainly improve their defenses and probably surround themselves with more warriors. The length and cost of this war would increase, which would hurt the Green Alliance far more than it would the Elysian realms.

Thankfully, the Cloud God was able to create a link between Wolfblade and Cloudhawk, allowing them to communicate.

“The War and Dragon Gods are far stronger than ordinary. They are suited for close combat, so in enclosed spaces, they have the advantage. Do not meet them head-on. Use your skills to exploit their weaknesses.”

“Can we cut the riddle shit? Just tell me what to do!”

Cloudhawk managed to just dodge out of the way of another one of the Light God’s attacks. He then activated his defense to ward off two punches from the War God. The second was almost bone-shattering, but Cloudhawk’s improved constitution helped him shrug it off. As he prepared to strike back, another wave of weakness took him.

The Dragon God was siphoning his mental powers again. One God attacked him straight on, another attacked when he was distracted, and a third was protecting its allies and stealing his power.

These gods were powerful. One on one, Cloudhawk could manage. Two on one would be a challenge. Against all three, however, all he could do was continue to dodge their attacks. He wasn’t sure how long he could hold out.

Wolfblade, the slimy fuck, sure seemed to be taking his time! One slip up and Cloudhawk would be dead!

“Use your psychic attack. For the War and Dragon Gods, their minds are their fatal weakness. They cannot protect against mental assaults. When usual attacks are ineffective, you must find other means. Do not strike their bodies – strike their psyches!”

Is that so…? Cloudhawk quickly disengaged. Fires sprang to life behind his eyes, and suddenly, the area was suffused with oppressive mental energy.

It wasn’t a power he’d been born with. Rather, he acquired it after accepting the Demon King’s skull. In fact, it was not a means of mental attack but a defense against mental intrusion that he spread outward.

When Cloudhawk fought the Cloud God in Woodland Vale, he’d felt helpless against the god’s mighty illusion. By releasing the Demon King’s psychic protections, he had saved himself. The might of the ancient creature was what allowed this defensive measure to be used offensively. Any who attempted to overcome its mind not only failed but was in danger of having its own mind overcome.

The former Demon King’s will was no trivial thing. It was strong enough to be both an attack and a defense.

After he released the new trick, Cloudhawk saw the War God bearing down on him. The being’s glimmering eyes were immediately infected by threads of fire, and its moves grew sluggish. It was really working? For just a second, the War God was frozen.

The condition lasted only for a moment before it regained control. No damage was caused by the psychic assault, but it had managed to slow him down. Used properly, it might open up an opportunity. As Wolfblade said, the War God’s domineering physicality was tempered by a vulnerable mind.

“Mental attacks? Dragon God! Drain his energy!”

Right away, the War God knew what had happened. Not only was this human surprisingly strong, but he also had the ability to lash out with his mind. As gods, they were immune to most attacks, so Cloudhawk’s had to be different. Indeed, the former Demon King’s psychic powers were anything but ordinary.

Once he was touched by his predecessor’s power, Cloudhawk’s mental attacks were empowered with the Demon King’s will. Foes of similar power and mental fortitude were now vulnerable, which was how Cloudhawk was able to attack the War God.

However, that alone wasn’t enough to win. These psychic attacks required powerful mental focus to employ. If the Dragon God could drain Cloudhawk’s powers, not only would the psychic assaults stop, but he also wouldn’t have the strength to flee. After fighting for so long, Cloudhawk was almost exhausted. It was entirely possible to lock him down.

Wolfblade’s voice returned. “Your mental powers aren’t enough, but it doesn’t matter. The Cloud God will use his mental link to empower you. Your next attack will have a much greater effect on them – but it’s your only chance!”

“Got it!”

Cloudhawk began to gather himself. From a great distance, ethereal tentacles reached over and slipped into his body. He felt a huge surge of energy run through him. The Cloud God was reaching across a vast distance to help him.

The Cloud God was also one of the original six Supremes, no lesser than his compatriots. His talents lay in mental power, and so he was the only one of his kin who could use relics to establish a connection from hundreds of kilometers away. He was the only one who could empower Cloudhawk’s psychic attacks.

But just as Wolfblade said, this was his only shot.

The War and Dragon Gods sensed something had changed. They charged at Cloudhawk together, but in their rush, they caught the human’s eyes. The fires that burned within were mesmerizing.

A burning, crimson light intensified until it was all they saw.

Those fires spilled from Cloudhawk’s eyes and filled the space around him. They continued to belch forth like a firestorm until – to the two gods – the only thing that existed in the universe was this inferno.

Danger! Both gods realized it at the same moment. They’d been caught in an illusion.

How could a human snatch them up like this? And then they understood… the Cloud God! It had to be because their fallen peer was helping the Demon King’s successor. An illusory world of this magnitude was exactly what the Cloud God excelled at making.

The Cloud God’s mental powers and the Demon King’s psychic assault combined to create a world of fire. Creatures even as mighty as these two godly generals were caught, at least for the moment. A wave of weakness overcame them.

Focusing the deluge of psychic energy on the generals kept them temporarily at bay. Cloudhawk then turned his eyes back to the Light God. “Just you and me now. This time, you die!”

The Light God wasn’t sure what had happened. Psychic attacks were specific and targeted. Cloudhawk had launched it at the two generals, sparing the Light God. As a result, all it saw was its compatriots standing dumbly in place.

A flash. The Light God fled the area. Cloudhawk followed the trail of light left behind.

It ran? Cloudhawk breathed a sigh of relief. He was a spent bullet, hardly in better condition than the Light God. His aggressive posture was a bluff that paid off. If the Light God had tried to call it, he wasn’t sure who would have had the last laugh.

“Wolfblade. The Light God fled.”

“I saw. Worry not. The Cloud God is in pursuit. You only have a few seconds before the other two shake free of the illusion. Time is short. Destroy the Temple!”

Cloudhawk wasted no more time. He teleported above the pyramid and pulled the nuke from his dimensional cache. He threw it into the structure as space fluctuated in all directions.

Then, the two gods shook free of the mirage, just in time to see Cloudhawk disappear.

“It’s done.”

Darkness was dispelled as an orb of light, as bright as a small sun, burst into being. Its light and heat swallowed up the gods. The Temple and everything around it was annihilated in a nuclear explosion.


30 / Victory


The Green Alliance and the combined Elysian forces were at a standoff.

That didn’t mean they were on the same level. Wastelanders had a tenth of the forces of their Elysian counterparts. Nor was it just quantity that was an issue. The warriors and equipment sent to Sky Fortress were the very best the Elysian lands could muster. In comparison, the Green Alliance looked like a ragtag mob.

Wolfblade sat in the command deck of the armada’s flagship, sipping a cup of tea. He was looking out over the hovering vessels when his eyes suddenly narrowed. Behind the sprawling enemy forces, Sky Fortress erupted into a ball of light and fire like a star had been born.

A few moments later, the roaring blast and the shockwaves hit. A storm of debris was sent streaking through space.

Unable to hold together any longer, Sky Fortress’s oxygen detonated and caught fire. It was like a giant balloon filled with helium with a firecracker being lit inside. Everything was jettisoned into the dark expanse when the bomb went off.

All the painstakingly erected facilities – the defenses, the structures, the barracks, the airports – everything was completely destroyed. Thousands of Elysian ships had also been caught in the blast. It was like being caught off guard by a deadly avalanche. After months of effort and construction, everything fell apart.

Gravity and air pressure vanished like someone had hit a switch. Sky Fortress was no more.

Wolfblade’s eyes gradually adjusted to the harsh light. He rubbed his chin and muttered, “Quite the fireball.”

“That’s what it can do?” It was the first time Frost had seen a nuclear bomb detonate. “This is the weapon created by the ancient humans? With a bomb like that, how had they been defeated?”

There were several on board the ship with Wolfblade. Frost, Selene, Abaddon, and others. They had all come prepared to do battle and were waiting for an enemy to show themselves.

“This was the pinnacle of human weaponry at the time. The product of a dying age. Generations of improvements on earlier ordnance of the same class, so it cannot be compared to what it was. As you can see, though, it has the capability of destroying an entire city.

In the face of such destruction, a single Temple meant nothing. Hardly anything bigger than a fist remained of the structure, and once it was gone, Sky Fortress could not sustain itself. The four Elysian lands no longer had a base from which to stage their invasion.

Wolfblade went on.

“Of course, what humans knew to be the most devastating weapon ever made was but a toy to the other races out among the stars. Out in the Milky Way, there exists beings of unfathomable power. In comparison, humans have hardly learned how to use bows and arrows. To them, you’re naked apes howling, banging sticks and stones.”

Frost looked up at the starry blanket overhead. He couldn’t help but scowl. He’d grown up in an Elysian land and benefited from what he thought was a high-grade education. And yet, he didn’t know much of anything about space and the stars, so the demon’s words were hard to understand. As he was mulling it over, ripples formed in the air before them. A figure stepped into view.

“Cloudhawk!”

Selene took a step forward.

“Don’t worry, I’m fine. Everything went really well if I do say so myself.” Once Cloudhawk got his footing, he turned his attention to Wolfblade. “The Temple is destroyed, and the Elysian army is routed. Remember that our aim is to persuade them to join our cause, not destroy them. Keeping these people and their equipment in working order is important to me.”

“Yes, yes. I understand.” Wolfblade inclined his head towards Frost. “What are you standing around for? Didn’t you hear our King? Off you go.”

It was time. The Elysian army was a powerful tool in the coming war.

The four Supremes were lost. The Temple was destroyed. Their fortress was in ruins. All of their strongest warriors and leaders had vanished and were dead as far as the people knew. Cut off the head of a snake and its body did not continue to fight. Cloudhawk saw this opportunity as imperative – not just to eliminate the influence of the gods on his planet but also to take control of the Elysian realms they left behind.

His hope was to have them join Skycloud in pledging to his Alliance. Combined with Cloudhawk’s influence throughout the wastelands, humanity would be united. From this moment on, Cloudhawk wasn’t some wastelander warlord. He was the leader of his species.

Five Elysian lands. The total population had to number over a hundred million. Adding in the territory he already controlled, Cloudhawk was a master of two hundred million or more. It was enough to form a global human empire. Each of these areas had their own technology and resources which, when pooled together, could be used to defeat the gods once and for all.

It was precisely what Wolfblade had been planning for.

Cloudhawk’s journey had taken him across vast distances and had him face countless challenges. All of it was structured to forge the greatest leader in humanity’s history. It was the only way to convince the demons to help. Only once there was a clear chance of defeating the gods would those elusive creatures lend their aid. Everything up to this moment had only been preparation.

The real conflict was yet to come.

Cloudhawk brought Selene, Frost, Wolfblade, Abaddon, and the other high-ranking members of his Alliance through the chaos to its ravaged center. No trace of the Temple remained, but Cloudhawk was surprised to discover that the two god generals had not been killed.

He sensed them, or rather the resonances they produced. It helped him track their location to a spot several kilometers away from the blast radius. They’d only been a thousand or so meters from the epicenter when the bomb went off, yet they had still managed to survive.

Harder to kill than cockroaches, Cloudhawk thought.

While they still drew breath, it was only barely. All their armor was in ruins from head to toe. The light that had clung to them was all gone. If not for his ability to sense relics, they probably would have discovered them days later as two withered husks.

“Let’s end them.”

Cloudhawk drew Godslayer. He’d killed one of their lot already. He had no qualms continuing the practice. Keeping them alive seemed far more dangerous.

“Wait a moment.” Wolfblade leered at the gods, who were unconscious from their injuries. “They are Supremes, remember. Capturing such creatures alive is no easy feat. They may yet have some use.”

Cloudhawk was unconvinced. “What use? Are you talking about removing the seal and trying to recruit them?”

“No. The seal is not so easily overcome. The Cloud God’s condition was the result of planning and being in the right place at the right time. We don’t have the time to reproduce those results, but that does not mean these gods are useless. There are ways to extract the power they bear.”

“You can do that?”

“I cannot. But Belial can.”

The old artisan’s face swam up in Cloudhawk’s memory. He’d helped Cloudhawk craft the disguise that got him into Sky Fortress, so his abilities were not in question. There were likely far more secrets he kept that would be of use to them.

Belial had fled after Cloudhawk tracked him down, but that hardly mattered. Between Cloudhawk and Wolfblade, there was nowhere to run. It was Belial’s misfortune to be born a demon. He couldn’t avoid what was to come.

“Let’s clean up the battlefield.”

Sky Fortress’s forces were a relatively small but elite force. However, after two devastating explosions and an attack from the Green Alliance, they were defeated. It wouldn’t take much to capture them.


31 / Divine Strife


The Light God continued to flee as fast as it could move, from two hundred thousand meters above the earth to four hundred thousand meters. It was now out among the stars, a place where no mortal creature could follow. Even the mightiest martial artists could not survive the frigid vacuum for long.

Gods and demons, however, had no such restrictions. Their second skin protected them.

Their advanced armor wrapped them tightly from head to toe. Neither deep freeze nor lava flows were a threat. Furthermore, they had no need of air to breathe or food to eat. They continued to live comfortably… for eternity.

Without these mortal requirements, gods and demons could survive indefinitely out in the universe.

The Light God’s injuries were grave, but they did not impede its ability to run. Every few seconds, there was a flash of light and the being advanced ten thousand meters or more. The human armies were left far behind.

Godly emotions were dulled. They did not fear death or injury. As such, their decisions were not based on emotion but logic. After its defeat, the Light God determined it was no match for Cloudhawk. If it remained to do battle with the human, it would die. Defeat was certain, so why make the effort?

Its kin from Sumeru were bearing down on this planet at this very moment. The Light God chose to live, at least in order to aid the coming armies. It would convey the changes that embroiled this human planet.

It was more valuable to its species alive than dead. Thus, logically, the correct course of action was to flee from danger.

The Light God did not escape to some other place on Earth. To avoid being discovered and surrounded, it escaped into space. It was a wide and inhospitable expanse where humans could not follow. Even Cloudhawk would find it difficult to locate the god out here.

But recovery had to be prioritized, and a location where it could focus on healing was needed. The planet was not a poor choice. As a god, almost no injury was beyond repair. Only time was needed. Cloudhawk was the sole human that threatened this Supreme, and it was quick enough to escape if necessary.

And yet, that would be put to the test. Five hundred kilometers from the surface of Earth, the Light God felt a mental presence lock onto its location. Immediately, the culprit was known. Breaking the lock was not possible for it was the exclusive talent of this fallen Supreme.

All the Light God could do was speed up.

Six hundred kilometers. Seven hundred! Higher and higher it flew.

Even injured, the Light God moved at incredible speed. However, the process of repairing its body and armor was a draining one. The extra strain was enough to prevent it from escaping its pursuer.

If this continued, the Light God would eventually become exhausted. Without energy, it would be captured by the enemy, which would be disastrous. With no other options, it chose to stop running and face its hunter.

“Cloud God, have you really fallen so far?”

A figure emerged from the darkness, stopping before the Light God. It was clad in magnificent armor bearing masterful etchings. Flickers of gentle white light pulsed across its surface, conveying a sense of power.

Indeed, it was the Cloud God who had given chase. Gods were innately connected, so it was not difficult for him to locate his former compatriot.

The two were of similar status, and their respective powers were on the same level. However, their conditions were vastly different. The Light God was beaten and on the verge of collapse, giving the Cloud God an obvious advantage.

His resonating “voice” boomed through the Light God’s head. “An awakened general would introduce uncertainty into the divine consciousness, posing a threat to the reign of the God King. It would never tolerate this, so I was left with no choice.”

The Light God contradicted this. “You could have remained asleep – you could have waited for Sumeru to call you back. Instead, you chose to aid the humans and their demonic masters. As such, you have elected to abandon the pride and dignity of your race.”

“I cannot go back, nor do I wish to.” The Cloud God’s response was quick. He didn’t even consider the possibility. “The gods are a race that requires unity. Every god is a cog in a perfect machine. The instant you break away and realize your individuality, you realize there is no going back. This is a truth you cannot understand.”

“Then we are at an impasse!”

The Light God raised its sword of light and attacked. In response, the Cloud God revealed a sword of light embedded in the armor of its right arm. The two clashed, and when their weapons collided, a storm of energy was birthed. Light spread out through the darkness of space.

Close combat was not the Cloud God’s preferred method of fighting. Luckily the Light God was wounded and weakened. Four or five exchanges later, the Cloud God’s armor was marred but whole. However, the Light God’s defenses were failing.

It was out of options. The Light God employed its unique skill.

In the same instant, the Cloud God summoned power from its relic to submerge the Light God in psychic force. Both gods struck at once.

There was a flash, and the Cloud God’s body was cut in half.

Victorious, the Light God stood ten thousand meters away. Even in its poor state, the Cloud God was no match? Something didn’t feel right… The fallen Supreme was too strong for one blow to cut him down.

It turned back in time to see the two halves of its kin dissolve into nothingness.

Just as expected. This was the only logical answer – the creature it destroyed was merely an illusion. Tricks from the Cloud God were of such high quality that they were almost indecipherable from reality.

The Light God quickly scanned its surroundings. Only darkness. Nothing out of the ordinary. But in that instant, half a dozen more Cloud Gods appeared, blazing swords held high. They attacked the Light God from all directions.

Now the deity understood. It had been captured in the Supreme’s world of illusion.

Were it in peak form, the Light God could use its own formidable mental powers to break free. This was not the case, so it was helplessly stuck.

The voice of the Cloud God returned. “You are too weak, enough that I can read your thoughts. Although your attacks are strong, how many more can you muster?”

The Light God’s blows were lethal indeed. While the Cloud God did not have a relic like the Eye of Time, he could predict his foe’s movements by reading its mind. Despite not being perfectly accurate, it was enough to help him dodge most attacks.

With the Light God’s primary means of attack castrated, how could it fight back? In less than fifteen minutes, the fight was over. The Cloud God dragged the body of his defeated enemy back towards the planet. Wolfblade ordered it spared, so the Cloud God did not take his kin’s life. It was worth more alive.
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Sky Fortress was no more.

Three Supremes were captured, on the verge of death. No matter their tenacity, they had been defeated.

Cloudhawk had removed the most pressing threat. Now, it was time to deal with the aftermath. He didn’t need to trouble with it himself, for Wolfblade had everything under control.

He was reunited with Selene after the fighting, and the two teleported back to the southern wastes. Now was their best chance to dominate and assimilate the other Elysian realms.


32 / Recruitment


When news that Cloudhawk had destroyed Sky Fortress spread, it was met with joy and shock. The wastelands and Skycloud were awash with cheering citizens.

Nearly half of all the best people from the four Elysian realms had been gathered there. Those soldiers, under the command of four Supremes, had been a deadly threat. Somehow, Cloudhawk had managed to handle everything on his own, much to everyone’s surprise. It was hard to believe.

Since its fall, Skycloud had been staunchly against unity with the wastelanders. One of the biggest reasons was because they felt they weren’t strong enough to fight against the other four realms. Cloudhawk’s answer was to slap their foes squarely in the face. Not only had he defeated most of their best soldiers, but he had also removed four Supremes from the equation.

The Alliance was without equal.

Of course, only the Lightning God had been slain. The others were badly wounded and captive in their weakened state.

Wolfblade brought the three Supremes into Cloudhawk’s subspace cube. They were sealed within the crystal pillars surrounding the Sarcophagus of Rebirth. Even for a creature as old and powerful as Legion, capturing a Supreme was no easy feat. The bodies of such creatures held tremendous worth.

Cloudhawk didn’t know what the fiend was planning to do with them. What he was certain of was that Wolfblade had a plan. To achieve it, they needed to find Belial.

“I sent Oddball to follow him for a while, but we eventually lost him. He’s slippery. I know the general area he may be in, but nowhere specific.” Cloudhawk knew Belial was trickier than most. A demon elder was anything but ordinary.

His talents were in crafting, but that didn’t say much. Belial was an elder who, in addition to his unique skills, likely had power equivalent to a Supreme. If he wanted to hide, then finding him would take effort.

“Not an issue. He can’t escape my grasp.” Wolfblade chuckled, obviously unconcerned. He thought of something then. “Speaking of this conflict, we managed to capture a fair cache of spoils.”

“Like what?”

“Come see for yourself.”

Wolfblade led Cloudhawk to an airship where a host of Seraphs stood vigil. When he saw them, Cloudhawk understood. Seraphs were divine builders whose purpose was to create and maintain. It’d taken only a month to build the Sky Fortress with the help of these puppets. The resources of the four realms were efficiently utilized by them. Having been spared destruction, they now belonged to Cloudhawk.

The Cloud God would be able to make good use of them. Selene as well. Cloudhawk decided to put the latter in charge since he still didn’t fully trust the Cloud God. Selene’s loyalty was not in question.

It was obvious how the Cloud God could use the Seraphs, but Selene’s power over them was not unusual either. Within her was the power of the God King. Just a fraction of that power made her more powerful than many gods.

“I’m sure there are more of them in other Temples,” Cloudhawk said. “The more of these we capture, the faster we can build our Alliance.”

“That is precisely right.” Wolfblade agreed with the assessment. “But remember that although the immediate crisis is averted, we have yet to begin the real war. The divine armies will be here faster than you think, and mounting an effective defense will not be easy. Skycloud, Stormford, Highmorn, Praelius, Dragenmere – great lands all, but all in a state of chaos.”

Cloudhawk frowned. The dogma of those places was deeply rooted. How was he going to overcome a thousand years of prejudice? One big setback was dramatic, but it was not enough to crumble a longstanding foundation. Were a few months enough? Any way he cut it, the task before him was difficult.

“My King doesn’t need to worry. There is always a way.”

Cloudhawk cast Wolfblade a glance. The demon elder was always full of secrets. There was nothing he did not have an answer for – no situation was outside of his control. Based on the way he spoke, it seemed like everything that happened had occurred according to his plans. He was confident, even though on the surface, humanity railing against the gods was like trying to break a stone with an egg.

But the Demon King and his elders did not need to rely only on humans. To rise against the gods, they would need to summon the dormant powers of Gehenna.

Cloudhawk asked it straight. “What are you suggesting?”

“Word is you saved Master Bruno Argyris’s daughter. Quite the coincidence. Perhaps you should show mercy and reunite father and child?”

Cloudhawk got the idea. “You’re saying we gather the leaders of the realms back up and let them return to their conquered territory? What makes you think they’ll go along with it?”

“Heh, you never know until you try.”

Cloudhawk didn’t have an answer. He turned away, his black cloak flapping, then walked into a patch of rippling space. Wolfblade watched him vanish. Rubbing his chin, the demon nodded to himself. His protégé was maturing. When Cloudhawk truly took the reins, he could finally rest.

More than a thousand years… he had worked so hard for so long, in ways that humans would never know. He was tired, but there was still no way to predict what would happen. All of his efforts were to cultivate a new protagonist to push their story forward.

It was the fate of the one behind the curtain that they should not know how a scene would play out. As the beginning of this new act drew near, all he could do was wait and see.
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Idonea awakened with a throbbing head. No inch of her was unscathed, and she had internal injuries as well. Like a cripple, she lay in bed, hardly able to move her little finger. She fought to dispel the fog in her mind.

Where am I?

She was looking up at a plain ceiling. Nothing was familiar, so it was nowhere she’d been before. But how and why was she here?

Little by little, her memory returned. Like fragments of a broken mirror, she saw the destruction of Sky Fortress occur in pieces. How long had it been…?

As her eyes adjusted, a black figure before her sharpened into focus.

A familiar face, though it was hard to put an age to it. He had one black eye and one silver eye set beneath a crown of messy black hair. Dark clothes wrapped up his body.

He’s… the liar!

As recognition hit, her mind reeled in pain.

Cloudhawk was back to his normal self. Even the Eye of Time was fully functional and accessible whenever he needed. He stretched out a hand and filled Idonea with healing energy. “You’re injured. Fighting was inevitable, and now it’s out of the way.”

Idonea felt a warmth flow through her, and she began to feel better. She’d never felt such potent healing energy before. The instant she felt her strength return, she leaped off the bed and ran towards the door. Cloudhawk watched her race past, making no move to stop her. She did that herself when she pulled open the door and saw what was outside.

A vast wilderness oasis spread out before her eyes. Among the bowed trees were scores of buildings arranged in neat districts. Ships floated overhead like clouds, and all manner of unfamiliar plants and animals lined the roads. The city was huge in scale, crowded but well-organized. She was definitely not in Stormford. She wasn’t in any Elysian realm.

Cloudhawk called out to her. “Welcome to the capital of the Southern Wastelands.”

“Wha-… what are you doing?!” Her face was pale. “I want to go home!”

He smiled. “Of course you do. I’m not here for anything, I just figured you’d want to visit a guest I’ve had here for a little while. Your father.”

It came to her all at once. This man was the demon of Skycloud, the one her father had come to fight… but did this mean he was alive? Was her father here?


33 / Underground Vestiges


Cloudhawk had brought Idonea through dimensions to a foreign planet.

His plan was to bring her to her father. Furthermore, he had news of Kirin’s death, a fact he wished to share with Phoenix.

Bruno and Phoenix were prisoners and enemies of the wastelands, but there was some understanding between them. Stormford’s Master Demon Hunter was not ambitious, nor was he a man of blind loyalty. His faith in the gods was built on how they treated his family and the people he cared about.

Idonea, as Bruno’s daughter, was the closest person to him. Perhaps if he brought them together, Cloudhawk could use that relationship to win Bruno over to his side.

As for Phoenix? Her combat prowess was without question. She was the greatest warrior Cloudhawk had ever met outside of Arcturus Cloude. Only, her mind was a storm of rage, and her personality was violently explosive. With news of her younger brother’s death, he wasn’t sure what reaction to expect.

A short while after arriving on the jungle planet, Cloudhawk and Idonea came upon a small base. Their presence was marked right away. Angry eyes and red faces followed him, the expressions of people harboring deep-seated hatred.

Idonea was at a loss. What was this place? Why did these people hate Cloudhawk so much?

He paid their glares no mind. Cloudhawk walked down the path at Idonea’s side as though strolling through a garden. “Don’t look so shocked. I defeated them and sent them here.”

Defeated them? She felt it was odd. So he captured these people and left them stranded on this strange world. If that was the case, she understood why her father never returned home. But where was he? Why hadn’t he shown himself yet?

The prison camp was erected by the prisoners themselves. Dumont, Natessa, and the Cloude family had been sent here first. Bruno, Phoenix, and their people arrived afterward. Over the past two years, Cloudhawk had sent over two thousand prisoners of war to this place. Those who were exiled here were not ordinary soldiers. Thus, this prison camp was home to a strong garrison of enemy troops.

A grizzled veteran of the Cloude family shouted at Cloudhawk as they passed. “You have the balls to show your face here! Aren’t you afraid we’ll bloody you?!”

“You think you can? As for being bloody, that’s what showers are for. What I hear is you want to try your luck again.” His response was flippant. He’d beaten them all before, and even though they had greater numbers, Cloudhawk still paid them no mind. He continued, “You only used to be my enemy. All you have to do is change your state of mind and pledge to fight with me. Then I’ll consider letting you go.”

A host of angry stares followed him, but they said nothing.

Cloudhawk had become very strong very quickly. He’d destroyed Arcturus, conquered Skycloud, and captured the other Masters in short order. They were no match for him, but even so, they refused to give in.

Cloudhawk went on. “I’m not here to trade bullshit. Where are Masters Bruno and Phoenix? Why don’t I see them? I brought Bruno his daughter.”

Uncertain looks were passed among those watching.

“Well? What happened?”

He could see that something was up by the way they looked at one another. Something was up since he couldn’t sense either of the Masters nearby. They weren’t in the camp.

And not just those two either. Natessa and Dumont were also absent.

It made him suspect there was some sort of problem. Had something happened? That shouldn’t be the case. Phoenix and Bruno were strong enough to handle pretty much any issue. It wouldn’t make sense for there to be some great danger that Master Demon Hunters couldn’t handle but that these third-rate warriors could survive.

“Spit it out.” He wasn’t in the mood to mince words. Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes, and fires sparked in their depths. “Now!”

Another few seconds of silence followed until at last, someone stepped forward. “The Masters brought a team with them to explore the vestiges of a civilization underground. Three days and three nights ago. They still haven’t returned.”

Cloudhawk glanced at the sky, towards the white-blue sun. One day-night cycle here was like two on earth. Thus, they’d been gone for five or six days. It was beginning to sound like they’d gone missing.

“Has anyone gone after them?”

“We haven’t heard from those we’ve sent out.”

Worry filled Idonea. How could this be? Why would they lose contact? Her father was a Master Demon Hunter! She’d never heard of someone so strong going missing just from exploring some old ruins.

Cloudhawk was equally perplexed, so to get to the bottom of it, he began asking questions. It was revealed that this world was a very different place than it seemed. Beneath a thin upper-world crust was a world of old ruins.

Old tools and murals had been excavated, revealing that the vanished natives might have had something to do with gods and demons. With nothing but time, the prisoners set off to explore at Phoenix’s suggestion. They found a way to get down below ground, and the elite force went off to see what they could discover.

Two Master Demon Hunters and a group of highly capable fighters. At worst, they should have been able to flee any threat.

It was far past the time they were supposed to have returned, but there hadn’t been any word – not from the original team or any that went to find them. There was no other explanation other than something must have happened.

Cloudhawk examined the murals that had started the whole thing. Something was different about this world that made it unique from the others. First, there was the dense vegetation, which immediately set it apart. Then, there was the world beneath the surface.

“Well, it looks like I’m going to have to go poke around.”

He took another glance at the murals as he made his decision. It was the right choice, whether to bring Bruno and Phoenix back or to discover whatever secrets these murals hinted at.

If he was going to go, he needed help. Idonea wasn’t strong enough, and taking her with him would only hold him back. Thus, he returned to his home and called Dawn. Once she was made aware of the situation, she was also at a loss.

“Underground vestiges? Where?” She couldn’t wait to dig up the mystery.

Cloudhawk appointed one of the prisoners as a guide. When they arrived and saw what remained, even Cloudhawk was left speechless. This was a place unlike anywhere else he’d seen.


34 / Secret Underground City


Ruins were not a new thing for Cloudhawk.

He lived among them for years, growing up among the crumbling remains of an old civilization. After discovering the Demon King’s phase stone, he saw similar ruins in other worlds. Whether on his own planet or on others, ruins were a common sight.

But these ruins were different.

Cloudhawk reached out with his senses to scan for traps or other dangers. The size of this place was even larger than Skycloud, and this section wasn’t even close to being the whole thing. It stretched beyond the limits of what he could sense.

It was huge! These underground caverns were so large that Cloudhawk figured you could fit two entire Elysian lands within. As far as he could see, the area was densely covered in ancient, well-preserved structures. This was a city, not a ruin.

Dawn was thoroughly stunned. Her eyes lit up when she realized the implications. “This is a treasure trove! We have to see what was left down here!”

Idonea’s face wore a worried scowl. “Father and the others are lost down here. We have to find them!”

“There’s something strange about this place. We shouldn’t just go wandering around.” Cloudhawk was confident in Bruno’s and Phoenix’s power. There wasn’t much they couldn’t fight off. If they ran into trouble, it was against something as strong or stronger than a Supreme God. Even Cloudhawk wasn’t going to take a risk.

“How about this? Dawn and I will take a quick look around. Idonea, you and the others wait here to hear back from us.” He looked over the prisoners. “Y’all fuck around while my back is turned and we’re going to have a problem.”

Idonea opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it and fell silent.

“Let’s go.”

Cloudhawk took Dawn’s arm, and the two jumped into the hole leading underground. They disappeared from view, swallowed up by the dark and mysterious city.

“Hmph, why should we listen to that asshole’s commands?”

“We should use this chance to set a trap!”

There was no small number of people in the prison camp who despised Cloudhawk. Even those that didn’t utterly hate him weren’t fans. How could they be expected to stay on the level?

As she listened to them discuss their plans, Idonea spun around to face the soldiers. “He defeated the four Supremes all on his own. I’m warning you. Anything you try will be suicide.”

The four Supremes… defeated? The news hit them like a landslide. It’d been two months since Phoenix and Bruno were deposited here. At that time, the Supremes were in a dominant position. Now, less than a hundred days later, they were no more. It was beyond belief!

Had Cloudhawk really become so strong that five Supreme Gods couldn’t stop him?

As Idonea was delivering her warning, Cloudhawk and Dawn were creeping into the city. Light was scarce, but their evolved vision helped them see even in complete darkness.

Dawn crept forward, wrapped in her enormous armor and with her glinting sword in hand. She cut a heroic figure, both beautiful and imposing. It was a strange contrast.

“Can you tell anything about this place?” she asked.

“The architecture is unique and well-preserved. Not like the ruins we’re used to. It’s more like a city where the people just vanished.” He looked around. “See the surroundings? Clean, no sign of erosion. If I had to guess, this place hasn’t been empty for very long. A thousand years, less?”

Less than a thousand years? That hardly sounded like a short time!

But, Dawn had traveled with Cloudhawk to several other planets. They all had traces of ancient civilizations, but they were little more than rubble – often twenty thousand or more years old. They’d never come across a place abandoned less than a thousand years ago.

She picked around, noting the organized city planning and excellent construction. There were a slew of buildings, all a little different and probably once holding different functions.

The most common she saw was a black spire-like structure. They came in different sizes, but their construction was similar. Judging by the number, she figured they were residential buildings.

Large pillars appeared at set intervals, each one several hundred meters tall.

Dawn raised her head and looked towards their peak. The jade-like architecture was oddly beaded at the bottom half and was wrapped in roots at the top. When she looked closer, Dawn saw that they were connected to the crust overhead. These roots reached down from stone and wrapped themselves around the pillars.

They held this cavern up.

Cloudhawk saw it too. “The overworld is covered in plant life, but those aren’t normal plants. I’m willing to bet they’re used to gather energy. The trees all gather sunlight and radiation and then siphon it down through this root system. These spires are storage and transfer devices.”

Dawn blinked comically. She’d never seen anything like it.

The world above was covered in trees and other foliage, while below a city once thrived. The citizens gathered power from the jungle to support themselves. So long as there was sun and radiation, the city had all the energy it needed.

These otherworlders… were seriously fucking clever.

“This is amazing. But why did they abandon this place? It doesn’t look like they were attacked. What reason did they have to leave everything behind?”

Cloudhawk didn’t have an answer.

What he did see was that this huge city appeared to have had access to limitless energy. It also had a distinct Elysian feel.

If it was an Elysian land, then it should have been destroyed when society collapsed. When the natives disappeared, it wouldn’t make sense for it to remain so intact. This was different from every other ruin Cloudhawk had come across.

“No point standing around guessing. Let’s find those missing people. Then we can share theories. Maybe they’ve already figured it out.” Cloudhawk pulled Godslayer free and held it forward. He used a couple of scouting relics to scan the surroundings. “Let’s keep going.”

Between the relics and Cloudhawk’s own senses, he was able to look out over a large area. Anything out of the ordinary would capture his attention. A few moments later, he spied the first interesting landmark.

It was a trapezoidal altar in the center of the city. It was entirely empty, but Cloudhawk could still feel a residual energy wafting from it. It was a special structure, built by godly or demonic technology.

Cloudhawk told Dawn to stay back and remain alert. His body blurred, and in the next instant, he was standing on the altar. The moment his feet touched it, a strange energy poured into him.


35 / Discoveries


Cloudhawk stood atop the altar, feeling the strange sensation move through him.

A new sense was activated, something outside of touch, sight, sound, or taste. It spread from the soles of his feet and out in every direction. He was able to feel every corner of the underground city.

Dawn watched, her hands on her sword. She flinched as the buildings all around came to life – one after another, their lights turned on.

She couldn’t stifle a gasp of surprise. Lights sparked to life, creating a web of illumination that dispelled the darkness all at once. It wasn’t just lights either. All manner of devices lurched into motion as though this city had been raised from the dead.

This mysterious, alien place had its veil of shadows cast off. Its visage was revealed, and like the face of a mighty dragon, it was stunning to behold.

“How did you do that?” Dawn breathed.

Cloudhawk hopped down from the altar. Thinking for a moment, he replied, “This is the control center of this district. I turned it on using my will. I have to say, the design of this place is something else.”

“Something else”? Looking around, most of the structures were still intact. The place was flooded with energy and came back to life with hardly any effort. Such an enormous area could house thousands of people or more. It was a perfect place to establish a new settlement.

The only thing they didn’t know was whether it was safe. An answer came when patrolling robots recently returned to life noted creatures lurking in the darkness. The city’s reawakening had stirred them from their slumber.

A host of deadly creatures rushed in from different directions, numerous and varied.

“Hmph, where’d these creepy crawlies come from? They have the gall to stand in my way – let me teach them a lesson!” Dawn pulled on her helm, and the Dawnbreaker armor formed over her. With Terrangelica in hand, she charged at the creatures.

“Careful, there’s something strange about them!”

She was too quick. By the time she heard his warning, Dawn was already fifty meters down the street and in range of the first group. She’d assumed they were ordinary creatures. After years in the wastelands, she’d encountered all manner of critters. Vicious and horribly mutated, they were nonetheless no threat to her. Nothing about these ordinary things gave her pause.

But then came the unexpected. She was mid-charge when the distant creatures launched an attack first! They were worm-like beasts that stretched three meters long. Although they looked like they would be sluggish, the worms moved with impressive speed.

If she’d stopped to take a closer look, Dawn might have noticed the light coming from their abdomens. It crackled like electricity. They raised their back ends, and balls of lightning were cast her way. Electric light screamed towards her as though thrown by a trebuchet, moving faster than expected.

Dawn was surprised by their reaction. She jerked from one side to the other, dodging their attacks. One managed to catch her just as she was closing the gap, knocking her sword aside.

Boom! An explosion echoed through the city. Dawn was flung backwards several meters.

Her sturdy armor protected her from the blast, but it was only the beginning. More attacks closed in from all sides – Snakes with vicious claws took swipes at her, and bites rang against her armor like machine-gun fire.

Their bites were corrosive, powerful enough to even eat away at a relic. Dawn called on the power of Terrangelica to summon spikes from the earth. The beasts were slain, but even in death, their acidic blood ate away at the ground and left pits behind.

A second wave was bearing down on her from the roofs above.

Scorpion-like tails fired blasts at her like plasma rifles. The attacks came quickly, too fast for her to recover from fighting off the last batch. She braced herself for the incoming blows by lifting her left arm. A shell of invisible energy formed around her.

Orbs of roiling plasma froze solid in the air before her, captured by Dawn’s energy field.

She swung her sword around and struck the crystallized energy. They burst back towards where they came from and detonated in the center of the monsters. However, more were coming every second. There was no way to tell how many of these fiends were hiding down here! They swarmed towards her and Cloudhawk as though they’d kicked an anthill.

“No use fighting. Let’s move.”

Cloudhawk looked around, then grabbed Dawn and teleported away. They were too strong for the creatures to injure, but as far as he knew, this tide was endless. It was a waste of energy to fight. Better to escape and reassess the situation.

Cloudhawk brought them into one of the residential buildings. Buzzing lights revealed an interior free from creatures. The room they were in was about two hundred square meters – too big judging from the outside. It appeared that all these buildings were connected to each other.

It wasn’t readily obvious why they’d been built this way.

No signs of life were evident in these empty rooms. It was like this city had been built and then abandoned before anyone had moved in.

Dawn opened her face plate, propped Terrangelica on her shoulder, and muttered, “So there was something strange about those creatures.”

“Yup, they’re special somehow. My guess is they were specially bred to protect this place. But why?”

“Well, wherever they came from, there are a shit ton of them. That’s going to make our search a lot more difficult.” Dawn tilted her head in thought. “You think the others have been eaten already?”

He shook his head. “Phoenix and Bruno are too strong for those things to take them down.”

“So they’ve got to be hiding somewhere. Strong as they are, Bruno is a Spatial Master with no relics. It’s not like he can blink around like you do.”

“You’re right. I guess we better start looking.”

Cloudhawk’s relics were as numerous as the stars. He hadn’t brought Oddball with him, but he had plenty of tools to help them search. Anyway, they weren’t necessary. He figured the two Masters couldn’t be far, so he reached out with his spatial powers to scan the area.

With himself at the center, he reached through the ripples in space like a radar beacon. His powers were more effective than most scouting relics because he could see in all directions and through nearly any obstacle. Nothing within his range could hide from his sight.

The underground city was an ocean of shadow that stretched endlessly through the cavern. It was so large that Cloudhawk was having a hard time wrapping his head around it, and the buildings were all connected. It formed a vast and intricate closed complex.

He sensed a surprising amount of strong creatures all around them. He didn’t know where they’d come from or how they reproduced, but if these things got to the surface, it would be a catastrophe.

He reached out with his mind to search for a full thirty minutes. Suddenly, his eyes lit up.

“Got ‘em.”


36 / Connections to Gods and Demons


Cloudhawk led Dawn to an octagonal building where their targets were hiding. They were understandably shocked to see him, at first thinking it was some new monster.

“Cloudhawk? It’s you!”

When they saw who it was, the prisoners stared with strange expressions.

He smirked back at them. “Hey there, Dumont. Here you are. Tough man to find.”

There were nine people holed up in total. One of them was Dumont Cenhelm, who had been captured and sent here by Cloudhawk like all the others.

In days past, he was an instructor at Hell’s Valley with Eckard Skinner and Natessa Windham. Instructor Skinner was no more, but Natessa had been sequestered here along with him. She was nowhere to be seen now, however. Neither were the two Masters.

Dumont looked his former student over. There was no sign of animosity in his stare. “Ah, this young troublemaker. It’s been quite a while indeed. This here must be your girlfriend, young Miss Dawn Polaris, yes? Wearing my armor, no less. It makes you look quite fetching, young lady!”

Indeed, the armor she wore used to belong to this old wretch. She never had a good sense of the man, but when he called her Cloudhawk’s girlfriend, she found herself warming up to him a bit.

Of course, that was lip service, a way to ingratiate himself.

“You sure can talk can’t you, old man? Don’t think I won’t cut your ass down right here!” Dawn stomped up to him, her enormous armor clanging noisily like a walking fortress. “Now what the hell are you all up to down here? Spill it and maybe I’ll go easy on you. Resist and you’ll learn the meaning of pain!”

Dawn glared at the others, then looked around at their surroundings. It was a large area, maybe two hundred square meters, with all kinds of slates piled up. Some were murals or other remnants, and all looked like they’d been moved here. By the look of them, they didn’t seem to have come from this city.

“Dawn, don’t be rude.” Cloudhawk didn’t pay the group any mind. He asked a simple question. “Where are Phoenix and Bruno? And why isn’t Natessa with you?”

A handful of the people here were members of the Cloude family. They, unlike Dumont, surely had a bone to pick with him. However, as they moved in, they were stopped by the old instructor. It was a laughable thought that this handful would be strong enough to threaten Cloudhawk. He could slap their heads right off their shoulders.

“The two Masters led the rest of the party deeper underground to see what they could find. I don’t know what they might have run into.” Dumont was honest and forthcoming. “Now that I think about it, they’ve been gone for several days. We haven’t heard a thing since they left. I imagine if there’s anyone with the skills and strength to bring them back, it’s you, Cloudhawk.”

He scowled. “A deeper level, huh?”

“Heh, did you bring us here so we would explore these areas?”

Cloudhawk’s scowl deepened. That had never been his intention.

“Well, judging by that look on your face, it seems you had no idea all of this was here. This whole city is just the beginning. It wasn’t built all that long ago, in the grand scheme of things. We’ve been exploring the underground city for a month or so already. Besides the strange beasts everywhere, this is a perfect home.”

“How is it perfect?”

“The buildings are all in excellent condition. We don’t need to worry about water, and food can all be grown on the overworld. We also discovered from these murals that the underworld city has some connection to gods and demons.”

Anything connected to gods and demons was certain to be more complicated than it looked.

Cloudhawk pressed him further. “What have you discovered?”

“Everything here is what we’ve found so far.” Dumont indicated the tablets and murals. “These appear to show the origins of the divine. It is possible that the original denizens of this place left them behind to help outsiders understand the truth.”

Cloudhawk took a closer look at the artifacts. Because they were incomplete, their message was ambiguous. It was hard to piece together any revelation without a few key pieces.

“Where’s the entrance to the deeper levels?”

Dumont and the others exchanged looks. In the end, the old man elected to lead Cloudhawk there. Together, they crept towards an underground volcano whose caldera served as the entrance to the deeper parts of the ruins.

As they neared the volcano, Cloudhawk noted several semi-petrified trees. It had to have taken tens of thousands of years for them to get to this point. But what were they doing here underground?

Dumont explained, “We suspect that all of this used to be the surface ten thousand years ago. Around the volcano’s edge, we’ve found many petrified plants. Old, with origins that are quite striking…”

Dawn interjected, “So the land collapsed? Is that how this underground world was created?”

“No, madam. I don’t believe so. Rather, I believe someone created a new surface to conceal the original. The result is this city of perpetual darkness you see around you.”

“How is that possible?” Dawn could hardly believe him. Who had that sort of power?

Dumont claimed that someone built a whole new outer layer all across the planet like a new coat. Hundreds of meters below, the original crust was hidden. It was a task unfathomably more difficult than creating an Elysian land.

Cloudhawk was silent, thoughtful. His senses told him this was very possible. The great forests overhead were energy collectors. Tools for collection, detection, and concealment. Whatever civilization chose to conceal itself this way was clever.

They had covered the whole planet with this false shell. Key areas were carpeted in false vegetation that gave the vast underground cities needed energy. At the same time, they served to keep any trace well-hidden. If a powerful foe from outside the planet came, they would be fooled by this disguise. They might think this world was a wild, uninhabited place, home to unintelligent beasts. With nothing worth their attention, they would move on.

No doubt the presence of this masterpiece – this massive defensive structure – proved that some important secret was buried here. It was one of the planets he was able to shift to naturally, like the Spore Planet and Stoney Fields. Because he hadn’t taken the time to explore this place more closely, he never discovered what the former Demon King thought was so important here that he would leave a marker. What was it he wanted Cloudhawk to see?

“Are you sure you can get down there from here?”

Cloudhawk and Dawn stood on the lip of the caldera. It had long since grown dormant, and no light or heat emerged. A cold, dark bottomless maw greeted them.

Dumont had no reason to lie to him, or the means to do it.

With a wave of his hand, Cloudhawk left a teleportation marker. If they encountered trouble, he could bring them right back out. With that, the darkness of the caldera swallowed them up.


37 / The Celestial Factory


This level of the underground world was hot as hell.

Five figures picked their way along the lava flows, weaving through huge and dramatic natural monuments.

The ruins here were different from the ones above. They were even weirder, constructed in shapes like ovals, squares, pyramids, and cones. Every corner, line, and curve was exceedingly precise. Every face and facet was perfect. Even the most accurate measurement tools would find no deviation.

Were they left here by the gods?

“What is all this? They remind me of Elysian Temples…”

“You’re right. There are a number of similarities. But the major difference is their function. By their look, it seems our guess was correct – this place has something to do with the gods.”

Phoenix, Bruno, Natessa, and two others had gone on this excursion. One of them was the Cloude family elder, Oren. The other was one of Skycloud’s former foremost commanders, Cosmo Thane.

Since being left here by Cloudhawk, the group had uncovered and collected a number of murals. These depicted secrets of days long past, eventually leading them to this place hidden so deep underground.

If they weren’t mistaken, this was a secret bunker. The topography looked old and eroded, maybe tens of thousands of years old. Its original creators were likely gods, but the most pressing question was why build it?

The group stood before a structure hanging in midair, looking at it with expressions of wonder and amazement. However, in the back of their minds, they wondered – after exploring for so long, would they be able to find their way back?

It was hot like an oven, with air so scalding that it was hard to breathe. Ordinary people would not survive. In fact, of the five explorers, only Phoenix was not burdened by the heat. Thankfully, Natessa spied an entrance into the spherical Temple and pointed it out to the others. They were faced with a choice.

One, they could enter alone. Two, they could return to the base camp and get the others to come with them.

“I figure since there is no opposition, there’s no rush. We don’t know if it’s safe.” Bruno offered his thoughts. “If there’s one thing we have, it’s time. We should find our way back, gather a team, and make a plan to return.”

“Easy for Master Bruno to say,” Oren grumbled. “We’re at least a hundred thousand meters below the surface. There are lava flows and volcanic tubes filled with scorching air. We can’t just say “let’s go back” and be done with it. We have to bide our time.”

“If I still had my dagger, it would not be that difficult.”

“What’s this nonsense, Bruno?” Phoenix scowled in disdain. “We’re here. Now you suggest going back empty-handed? I’m going in. If you’re frightened you can find a place to hide.”

Bruno rubbed his nose and chuckled helplessly. The two Master Demon Hunters were very different people. He was patient and hard to anger, whereas Phoenix was defiant and inflammatory. In her eyes, it didn’t matter what dangers they faced. She would deal with it using her fists, consequences be damned.

Bruno, Natessa, and Cosmo looked at one another. There was still some hesitation as to whether to enter, but their wordless thoughts were interrupted when the ground began to tremble. Plumes of poisonous fumes belched from fissures, and angry red light poured forth.

Was the volcano awakening?

The area was unstable, so an eruption was not out of the question, only they soon discovered it was not that simple. From among the hot ash and glowing magma, several figures emerged.

Creatures. Things that were able to live within the flowing rock.

All of them were caked in ash, and as they flew from the lava, they left trails of smoke. Their bodies looked like balls of magma formed into bat-like molds, except as large as dragons.

Five sets of faces stiffened at the sight.

Again? There was always some new terror lurking around every corner! Only this time, there were many, at least a thousand of them.

“Damn it, we’re surrounded. We have no choice – quick, into the Temple!” Even Bruno’s stoic calm was cracked by the scene. He shouted for them to get moving.

Magma birds descended on them with a cloud of smoke and ash. Their vision became clouded and chaotic. Once within range, the birds opened their jaws and vomited a mixture of hot smoke, toxic dust, and magma. It was a lethal cocktail.

One or two such creatures wouldn’t have been a problem, but a thousand? There were far too many, and the humans were too few. Their only option was to flee towards the Temple and take shelter.

Bruno had his thunderblade in hand. With a wave of his arm, a streak of lightning was let loose. Several of the magma birds were cut apart, but there was no blood or meat. Instead, their wounds spewed magma and knitted back together.

Well, striking them was no use. They had to be destroyed completely.

Caught in this position, Phoenix felt particularly awkward. Fire was her domain, but these beasts were resistant. Her attacks would do no damage unless she pumped them up to incredible heights. They were more likely to increase the power of these monsters!

“Come with me.”

Natessa summoned a whirlwind, blowing away the fume that concealed their vision. She was the first to break past the birds, jump into the air, and shoot towards the Temple.

Phoenix was the next to react. She spread her arms, and they burst into flame, becoming a pair of smoldering wings. Attacks from all sides were burned up before they got close. She then carried the others upward in Natessa’s wake. They quickly made their way into the structure.

The magma birds circled for a long time but seemed to hold some instinctive fear. They did not try to force their way inside. Eventually, they flapped back into the caves and fissures, and calm returned.

Here they were. Bruno looked around, uncomfortable and uncertain. “What is this place?”

Huddling close, the explorers looked around. They were in a white chamber, surrounded by nothing but walls.

“There shouldn’t just be one room in a building this big.” Bruno turned to the others. “Let’s look around. There’s probably a hidden door.”

Phoenix strode towards one of the walls and pressed her palm to its surface. She found something almost right away. “These walls are made out of a special material. It resonates with mental power. Let me see…”

With that, Phoenix reached out with her mind. Sure enough, the wall began to resonate with her and react. All at once, the milky-white walls turned translucent and malleable, almost like jelly.

It was a particle gate. The portal opened and closed using mental energy. What an instant before was a solid wall now became a loose connection of particles, small enough for someone to pass through. When the portal was closed, those particles would tighten once again, and the wall would re-form.

Particle gates were both practical and effective for defense. Every creature’s mental energies were different. One could set the gate to open in reaction to a specific frequency, blocking out anyone without the right resonance. In addition, whoever controlled the particle gate could stop or kill anyone passing through it.

By all rights, Phoenix should not have been able to open the particle gate, but it appeared no such restrictions had been set. Anyone with the requisite mental powers could activate it.

Phoenix stretched out her hand and pushed it through. The wall rippled like water.

“Good, we can enter through here. Let’s go!”

The group each passed through smoothly in turn. Nothing stopped them, and they entered a long hallway on the other side. At the end was another particle door leading to a chamber beyond.

The chamber was the heart of this building. When they entered, Phoenix and her compatriots were stunned by what they found.

It was filled with technology the likes of which they could not comprehend. Light that acted like liquid weaved patterns in midair. They were complex and widespread, like the roots of a brilliant tree or industrial pipes. The latter was a more apt comparison, for they seem to be involved in making something.

“Look! What’s that?”

Bruno saw something he struggled to understand. Even his voice quavered. As the others stared, something like bubbles formed within the light. They moved without the constraints of gravity, hanging in the air before the shocked onlookers. They were almost like eggs, with something encased inside. These tiny “embryos” were… armor?

They came in different colors and complexity, but their styles were all similar. Light continued to pour into them as the suits slowly formed further. It was like some kind of assembly line, like weaving tapestries. It was incredible to behold.

“That… that’s god armor!” Everyone stared, wide-eyed and speechless.

Why was god armor being produced down here? Was this some kind of… factory? If that were true, then it would explain all these buildings and why they were here.


38 / Body Batteries


This had to be a godly masterpiece, left over from… whatever happened here. By the looks of things, it was still in operation, but how it worked was a mystery. And why would Cloudhawk send them all here?

The group continued to stare in shock as the lights coalesced. It poured into these odd molds to form the divine armor. No raw materials were visible aside from the glow. Obviously, the technology of the gods was too far advanced for mere mortals to comprehend.

“Automated and working without a hitch.”

“Or maybe there’s a god somewhere making sure it’s all still working? If there is, we can entreat them for help. Find a way to leave this world.”

As Bruno listened to the others wonder aloud, his forehead knitted tight in thought. To his eyes, this was all so strange and inexplicable. Whatever was going on, it had no simple answer. At any rate, since they were here, it was worth exploring further.

None dared act rashly so they carefully picked their way through the factory. They passed through a particle gate on the opposite side of the chamber into another one beyond. At first glance, it appeared to be some sort of showroom or library. Towering walls rose up from the ground, so high that one couldn’t see their tops. Inset on both sides of the slabs were half-embedded spheres of some unknown white material.

There were so many… too many to count, reaching off down a hall with no end.

Phoenix, Bruno, and the others carefully stepped inside and looked around. As they examined the slabs and the orbs within, they noted that something was contained inside. Most were dark, but a few hummed with faint light.

“Are these some sort of… energy source?” Natessa muttered to herself as she examined the objects. Even the most oblivious person could feel the mental energy radiating from them. It was being transmitted somehow.

In other words, these orbs were like batteries. They provided mental energy, and the gods utilized it somehow to keep the factory running.

Bruno caught Phoenix moving out of the corner of his eye. “Master Phoenix, what are you doing?”

She paid him no mind. With a mighty heave, she slammed her fist into one of the orbs, causing cracks to appear across its surface. A surge of something enigmatic poured out and then -

CRACK!

She punched it again! The sound of shattering glass reached everyone’s ears.

The orb broke apart, released its stored energy all at once. A humanoid shape sloughed out and onto the ground before them. Its humanoid shape was wrapped in gray flesh. Its cheeks, chin, and forehead all sprouted strange tentacles. The chest was covered in thin scales. Were it to stand straight up, the thing would be about two and a half meters tall.

Who knew how long it’d been dead? It was curled up like a fetus, wrinkled and atrophied. It was clear that it had been vibrant in life, but now, it was like a dead fish hung out to dry. Upon coming into contact with air, it instantly began to shrivel. Whatever fluid was in it dried up, causing it to shrink half a meter, leaving behind only an old emaciated corpse.

The explorers stared, horrified and bewildered.

Who was it? What was it doing here? The latter question seemed obvious: Locked in that orb, it was being used as some sort of battery. But who would do such a thing?

“Well, it sure doesn’t look human.” Bruno muttered the observation. Then, spotting something, he followed up in surprise. “Wait a moment… doesn’t it look like the things in the murals?”

The others saw the similarities too once he pointed them out. Since being left on this planet, they’d found a number of murals that depicted the lives of creatures with tentacles on their heads and bodies. Unless they were mistaken, this was one of the planet’s original inhabitants.

“Let’s look at another.”

Phoenix wasted no time smashing open several more orbs. Each one contained a body, some similar to the first and some of other species. All it did was add to their confusion.

“Wha… look at this one!”

The urgent tone caught everyone’s attention, and they hurried over, only to freeze in place when they saw it. A human…! He was an old man without a stitch of clothing, long white hair plastered to his head. He was hardly more than skin and bones. Like the other creatures, he was curled up and long dead.

Oren Cloude muttered to himself in open confusion. “What is going on...?”

Phoenix glared, a darkness coming over her features. “Isn’t it obvious? He was captured and used as an energy source. Put here to power this factory.”

It certainly appeared to be the case. Without question, the only species capable of building a place like this was the gods. Humans and whatever other species had occupied this world had been snatched up, stuffed in these orbs, and used for their mental energy.

If that were true, it would explain quite a lot. For example, why would the gods teach lesser races to use mental power? If they learned to harness their minds, they could be used more efficiently as batteries.

Anger welled up inside Phoenix. “Is this the true face of the gods?”

“Let’s not rush to conclusions.” Bruno’s eyes scanned the countless orbs stretching down the hall. There was a trace of sadness in his gaze. “I feel like it’s more complicated than we know.”

Where had the gods come from? What about demons? Who created this place? What was the truth behind all of this? There were too many secrets humans were not privy to.

But even if you took all these questions into account, what they found today shook them to their core. It was especially poignant for Bruno and Phoenix – Master Demon Hunters whose mental energies were highly cultivated.

They knew that mental energy was a power that can make something out of nothing. One or two Master Demon Hunters had the capability to level half a city. There had to be millions of pods here, eternally providing energy. Over hundreds of years or longer… it was impossible to know how much power was extracted.

More frightening was the realization that this was probably only a glimpse.

“Let’s keep moving, see what else we can find.”

They were here. They had to find the truth. But as they prepared to move further in, a sense of danger washed over them. In the same instant, they heard an ominous crash.

“Watch out!”

From the corner of her eye, Natessa saw shapes moving towards them.

They were large, clad in magnificent armor. The air around them rippled like they’d been born from a dream. Swords of light burst to life in their grasp as they charged forward.

Cosmo Thane instinctively raised his weapon to protect himself. It was no use, for the sword of light passed right through and severed his head from his neck. It soared through the air and struck the ground with a wet thud.

“What the hell?!”

Phoenix looked wide-eyed at the host of gleaming figures that appeared around them. There were hundreds! Gods? So many?


39 / Enigmas Revealed


Phoenix raised her hand and released a gout of flame. Several dozen “gods” passed harmlessly through with their weapons poised. Before she could react, they were on her.

Too fast!

Bruno was forced to engage. His lightning blade flashed, deflecting seven or eight of the incoming blows before being buried in the chest of one attacker. The godly armor was not as sturdy as expected, and his sword slipped easily through. Without hesitation, he released his mental power through the sword.

BOOM!

Cracks appeared along the armor, and from within, a spirit-like thing slipped free. The armor detonated, and whatever was inside scattered.

Bruno was then certain what they were fighting weren’t real gods.

The armor was empty – or more specifically, they were filled with mental energy formed into a spirit1. They allowed the armor to move and had probably been activated once they started destroying the batteries.

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. If these were true gods, then they’d be doomed. Even the weakest gods, if they came in the hundreds, would absolutely annihilate them. There would be no escape. There was a sea of these suits of armor closing in, and they struck with great speed, but they were mere puppets. That meant there was a chance.

Phoenix punched at a group, her relatively small fist releasing an enormous ball of fire. It smashed into the first suit and sent it smashing through a wall. A hole eight meters deep marked the impact. The armor itself was destroyed.

“Natessa, find us a way out. We’ll hold them off!” Bruno shouted.

The instructor wasn’t as strong as the Master Demon Hunters, but her skills with wind relics were invaluable. She could move quickly, making her useful as a scout and pathfinder.

Meanwhile, scores of living armor kept closing in.

Phoenix and Bruno positioned themselves to take the fore. Oren stood nearby as support. But despite their courageous posture, their hearts were heavy. These defenses were placed here on purpose by the gods. There was no more denying it – their divine leaders had made this place.

They used humans as fuel? Was that their reason for coming to their planet? To make farms and collect fuel as necessary to keep the society of the gods running?

They couldn’t think about it, not now. They had to focus on survival. Two Master Demon Hunters, strong as they were, couldn’t hold off this army forever. Two minutes was the best they figured they could hold before being overwhelmed.

A scream echoed through the chamber. Oren had been blindsided by an attack. The sword of light caught him in the waist.

Bruno spun around to try and drag him away, but he stopped when the man shouted back, “Forget me! You need to get back and tell the others what we found. You must!”

For all the years he was alive, Arcturus Cloude had shielded mankind from war with the gods. Had he known this secret all along? How could he let humanity live in ignorance?! They had to know the truth!

Phoenix and Bruno were out of options. They fell back under mounting pressure. Thankfully, the armor could not use relics, and their attacks were unorganized. However, they were fast and numerous. More than they could handle.

“We can’t hold them! Is there a way out?!”

How could Bruno fight them off with just one relic? Phoenix and her deathless body blocked their advance, but she was already peppered with wounds. This many would have been lethal to any other demon hunter.

Natessa was desperately searching, but she could find no other way out. She turned to look elsewhere when all at once, three suits of armor descended on her. As expected, two people couldn’t stop everything from slipping through. The suits of armor weren’t intelligent, so they didn’t know what Natessa was up to, but she was another target they aimed to cut down.

“Damn it!” She had no powerful attack relic to save her. Her attackers were too quick even for her, and there were three to contend with. She had to run.

Three swords of burning light stabbed her way. But just as they were closing in, Natessa saw the air shimmer in front of her. A figure wrapped in black emerged, raised his hand, and a shell of faint white light sprang to life. The swords struck and were destroyed.

A simple blade in her savior’s right hand moved. He struck so quickly that she couldn’t follow his movements. None of the armor had time to react before the sword ran them through. Bursts of energy were released, and the armor was blown to pieces.

As Cloudhawk pulled back, another figure appeared at his side. Dawn Polaris emerged, weighed the scene, then raised her weapon. All at once, the ground caved in beneath their feet.

Five hundred times the force of gravity descended on the chamber. A hundred kilograms felt like five million. Even the strongest person couldn’t move an inch, but best of all, it was targeted; Cloudhawk, Natessa, and the others were unaffected.

Flitting about like insects, scores of the creatures suddenly smashed into the ground, leaving craters. Without any sort of intelligence, they didn’t know how to handle this new threat. Those that weren’t immediately destroyed were frozen solid.

“Hmph, I knew it. This place has to be a secret god base.” Dawn heroically swiped her sword through the air and stabbed the tip into the ground. She glowered at the suits of armor, struggling feebly on the floor. She was filled with self-satisfaction.

Dawn had grown!

By now, Natessa had come to her senses and knew who had saved them. The last person she would have expected was Cloudhawk. By the shocked look on their faces, Phoenix and Bruno shared her disbelief.

Phoenix shouted first. “You!”

“We can talk later. Let’s deal with this mess first.” He glanced at the three survivors before casting a meaningful gaze at Dawn.

She nodded. With both hands on Terrangelica, she shoved… and gravity increased to one thousand times normal!

Some of the armor had begun to claw their way back up, but all of a sudden, it was like a mountain had fallen on them. The ground below buckled as they were crushed. Odd ripples appeared all around them.

Without a word, Cloudhawk threw his sword.

It streaked off through the air. In a blink, it changed from steel into a ball of blackish-purple lightning. It then split apart, becoming countless spears of lightning, each one striking a suit of armor. In a dazzling and breathtaking explosion, they all were reduced to slag.

Cloudhawk waved his hand. The lightning ceased, and a simple black blade returned to his grip. He sheathed it on his back like nothing had happened.

Witnessing this scene, Phoenix and Bruno scowled. Cloudhawk was stronger. An attack like that meant he had mental power five times greater than Bruno’s and twice that of Phoenix.

He was superhuman. There was no other way to describe it.

Natessa suspected that were Arcturus alive today, he would have no hope of defeating Cloudhawk. The rate of this young man’s growth was astronomical.

“I found you using spatial visualization. I saw no gods,” Cloudhawk assured them. “I figured this had to be a secret base of theirs. An old one, probably tens of thousands of years old. For some reason, it was abandoned, but the gods must have forgotten this place was still functioning.”

“Do you have any proof?” Phoenix and Bruno didn’t imagine the gods would just forget a place like this. Still, they had to consider the possibility. How else could they explain a base like this being here with no godly army to protect it?

But if the gods abandoned this place, why not destroy it? Was it somehow still being secretly used?

“The Demon King.” Cloudhawk looked over the scene, then made his determination without a hint of doubt in his voice. “I always suspected the Demon King’s origin, but there’s no question anymore. The Demon King was once a high-ranking god. More than that – the former God King. All of this was his doing – what he created while leading the gods.

They all looked at Cloudhawk with different expressions on their faces. Phoenix, Bruno, and Natessa recalled what they saw on the murals. It rang of truth – unless this was all some kind of elaborate fraud created by Cloudhawk.



1 Hey guys, when did we see spirit-like creatures before…?

40 / The Truth


“The Great War we were told about a thousand years ago was a civil war.” Cloudhawk’s assertion was a startling one. “Who you call the Demon King used to lead the gods – if he wasn’t the God King, then he was one of their top commanders. With his spatial powers, he led those in the Milky Way, searching for other civilizations. For reasons we don’t yet know, they invaded these civilizations and built their Elysian lands. They manipulated the natives through faith.”

Bruno interjected, “But why destroy these worlds?”

“Maybe that’s their harvest method. Maybe they didn’t get what they were after, so they razed them. Whatever the case, these worlds were destroyed. There’s no changing that fact. The Demon King passed through these worlds and left his markers so that the phase stone could bring him to the worlds that were lost.”

All of the worlds Cloudhawk had seen, including this one, were the remnants of places the gods had visited. For whatever reason, the Demon King broke with his people, gathered as many as he could to his side, and gave them all free will.

Those that chose to leave the gods were changed by it. Although they retained their immortal lifespans and incredible power, they were rejected by the spiritual matrix. These betrayers were called demons, and it sparked a great and terrible war. Cloudhawk’s home just happened to be the battlefield.

That’s why there was no trace of “demons” on other worlds.

The Demon King’s power allowed him to go back and forth among these worlds, so he returned and fixed up this factory. That’s why there were humans here and why the gods didn’t know about it. To Cloudhawk, it was the explanation that made the most sense.

Of course, under closer inspection, the story still had many holes. He didn’t have all the facts, so there were sure to be inconsistencies. However, it was at least part of the truth. Cloudhawk now had the opportunity to learn more about this civilization. The implications were serious.

“Look, what’s that? There’s something in the crystal!”

Before leaving, Cloudhawk wanted to take another pass through the base. Dawn had spied something out of the ordinary, several crystal things that looked like sacrificial vessels. They were about the size of a human skull and etched with strange symbols that glowed faintly.

“What the hell is this?” Dawn picked one up, weighing it with her hands. “Sort of like a relic and not. Why leave them out here in the open? It’s like they wanted them to be picked up...”

“Don’t break it. They were left here by the Demon King. I bet they’re important.” Cloudhawk picked one up, shut his eyes, and searched it with his feelings. They definitely weren’t relics, but it wasn’t exactly right to say they weren’t either. He was marked by the Demon King, so it was worth trying his mental power.

“Back up a little.”

The first thing he felt was sizable energy locked within the crystal, so he told the others to make some room. He didn’t know if it might explode or have some other dangerous reaction.

When they were ready, he gave it a toss.

Cloudhawk poured his will into it as the crystal left his grasp. It drank his power up like a sponge. A flash of light burst forth, and everyone who looked at it felt their mind go blank.

Everyone, Cloudhawk included, found themselves floating in an illusory world. Cloudhawk looked down at himself and saw an unfamiliar form.

He was towering and clad in beautiful armor. He had become a god, and they were all on the bridge of a divine warship. Beside Cloudhawk were several dozen others like him. Beautiful, perfect, even though he couldn’t see details clearly.

They all remained still, silent. Gods did not need to eat, breathe, or relieve themselves. Voice? Hearing? Digestion? These were the marks of lesser creatures. Gods were capable of roaming through the inhospitable eternity of space without discomfort.

So this is it… Cloudhawk understood. Cloudhawk was a god – or more accurately, he was a parasite looking through a god’s point of view. He was a spectator with no ability to change or manipulate the scene before him.

He didn’t know how long these gods had been traveling among the stars. He watched them merely stand in the ship, as still as statues. Suddenly, there was a flash and a slight tremble. The vessel stopped. A shift in his perspective allowed him to see the space vessel from the outside.

It wasn’t just one. One after another, ships appeared to blink into being on the event horizon of a wormhole. There were several dozen at least, appearing abruptly against the star-spangled backdrop.

The ships were shaped like drops of water: flawless, beautiful, and translucent. They didn’t have any unnecessary decorations. Rather, they were like drops of mercury. There was a flow to each, as though touching it would deform the surface. It was a mystery how the things moved at all.

But move they did, and they were made of some kind of liquid. As the ships arrived, the dozens of perfectly shaped droplets converged into one. That was how the divine mothership formed, from these droplets gathering. Within it now were thousands of godly troops.

Cloudhawk was standing in a chamber filled with glimmering godly figures, all unmoving. These powerful creatures showed no signs of life, appearing more like robots.

What are you planning…?

The question formed in his mind as a planet appeared in his field of view. It was a living planet, with clearly visible oceans and vegetation. Objects zipping around in low orbit revealed that this was a fairly advanced civilization.

I see…

Godly technology was far superior, so they did not alert their targets as they approached. When the mothership drew close, it released a special sort of “wave” that was also beyond this planet’s ability to sense. It bounced off the surface and returned to the ship, bringing with it confirmation of the life therein.

Confirmed. Commence.

At last, the gods began to move. They made their way into compartments that were reminiscent of the collection of vessels found in the underground factory. Thousands of gods lent their mental energies to the ship, which collected it and fired it towards the planet in a terrible beam.

Attacking first, without provocation? Cloudhawk watched it happen.

This beam wasn’t the only one. He spied several others from elsewhere out in space. It meant that this mothership wasn’t the only one. He counted seven, eight… possibly even a dozen. They were attacking from all directions. The collected power of so many gods was enough to kill a whole planet!

Cloudhawk noted that the world wasn’t blasted directly, not right away. Under the assault, its magnetic field wobbled and flashed. All of the satellites and other objects floating above were instantly destroyed.

Below, the ground finally began to react. Seas boiled, mountains crumbled, and valleys pitched. Meanwhile, fissures in space-time appeared, windows that revealed distant planets. After a few minutes, it was all done.

Silence prevailed as a single droplet fell towards the planet’s surface.

It struck, carving a path through layers of earth before ultimately coming to rest like some sort of seed. Gods emerged.

Cloudhawk watched them gather the survivors into utopias they created. They taught the lucky ones how to use mental power and allowed them to live in comfort while the vestiges of the old world rotted away.

This was how the Elysian lands came to be.

Time sped up, and he watched the realms grow in size and prosperity. But something strange was evident. No matter how rich or large the realm became, the population never grew. On the contrary, fertility rates continued to drop until there was nothing left.

Native populations dwindled into oblivion. The Elysian realms shrank. Nothing was left for the gods to exploit. They did not get what they were after. Then, one day, a terrible scene emerged. The earth split, and from it emerged a number of droplet-like ships. As though birthed from the world itself, new gods were spat into the cosmos.

Their last act was to lay waste to the Elysian lands they had built. Whatever final dregs of life remained were snuffed out.

Although the gods did not get what they were searching for, they had used this world as a womb for new gods. They were cast out into the universe to begin the search anew for other fertile lands.

Cloudhawk saw it all and at last understood.

This was the true face of the gods. These powerful, ever-living entities were like locusts. Hungrily, they swarmed the galaxies, looking for worlds with energy they could devour. That energy was used to reproduce. They were heralds of death. They were destroyers of worlds.

In the vast expanse of the Milky Way, worlds were ordinary specks of dust. It was impossible to know how many gods infected the galaxy, but they were far more dangerous than Cloudhawk had imagined. How many thriving populations had they sucked dry? And yet, they continued to search, ever hungry, for eons upon eons. And in all that time, what were they really after?
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These crystal orbs were advanced information devices, records of days past. They preserved data in a unique way. As products of divine technology, they required mental power to use.

Although activating them was trying, the result was a wide-ranged, three-dimensional representation of what happened. Users were able to experience everything that happened as though they were there.

After relaying its information, the crystal orb dimmed and fell from the air. Cloudhawk caught it in his palm and looked it over with a solemn expression.

Such a small thing contained such staggering information…

Parts of it were accelerated, so it passed quickly, but it chronicled the final months of this species’ existence. It was sad and disheartening.

The demands of the crystal were so great that only a Master Demon Hunter or stronger could access what it held. Manufacturing such items had to be difficult, more difficult than humans could manage. Cloudhawk figured the Demon King had left them here on purpose.

Dawn, Phoenix, Bruno, and Natessa stood on unsteady feet, as though waking from a dream. Was that how the old world died?

Cloudhawk delved into several more of the crystals, examining their contents. Each one chronicled the same scene: a thriving world infected and destroyed by the touch of the gods. None of the crystals showed Cloudhawk’s planet, but he knew it had suffered the same fate.

He gathered them all up and decided to take them with him. “This is critical information. We need to bring it back to everyone.”

“It’s incredible… These gods are like locusts. Countless numbers of them out among the stars.” Dawn ran a hand over her helmet. “But this information doesn’t tell us how to fight them. If you put this out there, I think it may just cause panic.”

Gods really were like locusts. A plague, moving through the universe, devouring one species after another. They moved out there, searching for targets to consume, and with each planet taken, their numbers swelled. It was a process that had been going on for millions of years.

Dawn even wondered if there was more than one “Mount Sumeru.”

It would make sense. The Demon King, once leader of his sect of gods, was merely supplanted by another leader stronger than him. Godly society was probably much larger than they thought. Like ants, they had nests all over the cosmos – each one with its own queen.

Think of the scale if every godly system was just one in a nearly infinite whole… Were humans really so insignificant in comparison?

Their world wasn’t special to the gods. Just another rock spinning through the darkness. Human civilization was just one more of an untold number already crushed beneath their boots. Gods were a massive species spread all across the galaxy, all unified towards a single purpose. They had endless lifespans, high intelligence and power, and a tight-knit society.

Humans, in contrast, were a species that hadn’t even figured out how to leave their home planet. They were insects to be squished on a whim by their betters. Any struggle seemed hopeless, which made Arcturus Cloude’s grim assessment seem correct.

What Cloudhawk was doing could achieve nothing. Nothing but hasten his species’ march towards destruction.

“That’s exactly why this information needs to be put out there. Against a powerful enemy, we need everyone to fight together. Maybe they’ll realize the stakes.” Cloudhawk felt the weight of his responsibilities bearing down on him. He finished putting the crystals away. “We can’t allow the Elysian lands to continue to fracture. We have to unify everyone against this threat as quickly as possible.”

Dawn nodded emphatically. She thrust her sword skyward in a pledge of devotion. “Fuck the gods! Let them come. We’ll cut ‘em down! We’ve stuck it out for this long. What’s there to be scared of? Only the shortsighted fools, and they can go jump off a fuckin’ cliff.”

As she said it, Dawn glared pointedly at Natessa and the others. The former Giant of Hell’s Valley, in particular, glowered at the words.

Phoenix was quiet, her brow knitted in thought. For all her strength, she couldn’t take on a Supreme. But even if she could, what difference would it make? Insignificant, a drop in the bucket.

Cloudhawk was a right bastard, but she had to admit that he was stronger than her. While she didn’t like it, the truth was the world needed someone like him. He was at least brave enough to stand up and shout the truth. How many would see reality and choose to hide their heads in the sand? Who would choose to fight among themselves when a threat to every living thing loomed on the horizon?

Based on what the crystals showed, Arcturus’s plan was the impractical one. Over time, the population of the Elysian lands would dwindle until nothing remained. Humanity would be robbed of its strength and fade away.

Dawn spoke up. “So what should we do about this place?”

“The Demon King must have left this place here for a reason. Leave it alone for now.” Cloudhawk then turned his attention to Phoenix and Bruno. “Let’s get out of here. Then we can talk.”

Cloudhawk left a marker here in case he wanted to return.

This world’s dense jungle cover was a fabrication. So was every tree and living creature they encountered. One had to wonder how long such a project took to complete. The former Demon King left quite a scene in his wake.

An underground city with limitless energy below and a forest to protect and provide above. Hidden from any prying eyes that might be watching from out in space. It seemed obvious why the Demon King would make a base here. But, it appeared he couldn’t make full use of it before his end.

“Dad! I found you!”

Bruno and Idonea rushed excitedly into each other’s arms. Bruno hugged her tight. “Idie, what are you doing here?”

She cast a quick glance at Cloudhawk. “It’s a long story. Let him tell you.”

Cloudhawk obliged, telling Master Bruno about everything that transpired in Stormford and beyond. Bruno came to understand the circumstances but was stunned at how fast it had all occurred. This young man’s methods were… surprising, to say the least. Had he really bested four Supreme gods?

“What did you say? Kirin, he…” Phoenix trembled, her hands clenched into fists. An angry fire burned in her eyes. “All of these years, everything I’ve done for my realm… this is how they treat my family? These false gods… they all need to die!”

The Igna family had been just her and her younger brother. Now, Phoenix was alone. This news shook her whole world. Her anger consumed her.

At last, the real face of the gods was revealed, and it was ugly. All of her fighting and sacrifice meant nothing. But most laughable of all? There were still blind fools willing to fight for those monsters!

“Masters, when Sky Fortress was destroyed, the four Supremes were either killed or captured. We also have many Elysian prisoners.” The time was ripe, Cloudhawk thought. Bruno and Phoenix were at the tipping point. “If any of the other four realms came after Skycloud, my people would lose – but how long would that war last? And at what cost?”

“Hmph! You want me to go back and make your case for you. Fine!” Phoenix cast her hand dismissively. “Send me back with the crystals and I’ll show them what we learned. That will be enough to convince them. One thing you need to understand is that I am not your subordinate. I do this for revenge. I’ll tear those bastards off their golden fucking pedestals!”

So be it, he thought. So long as she got the job done. Hers was a powerful voice in Dragenmere.

Next, his eyes turned to Bruno. “And you, Master Argyris?”

Bruno took his time, mulling over the implications. Once they started on this path, there was no turning back. If there was any hope for victory, then maybe it was worth fighting. Right now, however, the strength of their foes seemed overwhelming.

Phoenix slapped her hands on the table and shouted, “Coward! Have you knelt so long you forgot how to stand on your own? You want to keep being a bootlicker? Go back to your masters and ask if they’ll have you, knowing what you know!”

“How can you say such a thing?!” Idonea’s anger flared. “How could you say that to my father?!”

Bruno held out a hand to silence the young girl. He looked at his daughter, then back at Phoenix. He sighed. “Fine… I’ll help.”

With things having progressed to this point, standing on the sidelines was impossible. The army of the gods was bearing down. Only together did they stand a chance.

“Good. Time’s short. Let’s get to it.” Cloudhawk felt inspired by the win. They had the memory crystals and the support of two Master Demon Hunters – bringing the four Elysian realms in line was as good as done.
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Dragenmere was situated in the highlands. Of all the Elysian lands, it enjoyed the highest elevation.

It had a unique, bowl-like topography where its borders were raised but its center dipped inward. A dozen mountain ranges spawned rivers that trickled through the territory, creating vast swaths of marshland and forests. This wealth of natural riches made Dragenmere a prosperous and beautiful place.

Flatlands stretched across the center of the realm’s drum-like expanse. Therein were concentrated eighty percent of its cities and towns. In the very center sat its capital.

Due to its emphasis on strength and its impassable border areas, Dragenmere rarely faced outside threats. However, hidden among the mountains were tribes of mutants. For years, a broiling conflict between the Elysian people and these mutants seethed. Eventually, scattered groups formed, and the occasional skirmish would erupt – irritating to the Elysians but not a large threat.

Like every other realm. Dragenmere was lorded over by a number of powerful families. Its governor was appointed by the family patriarch, a line that – like the Cloude family – stretched all the way back to the Legendary Demon Hunters of old. Back before the establishment of the Elysian realms, these were not their names. Members of Dragenmere’s Drago family and Skycloud’s Cloude family were given these new names when they took the reins of power.

The Drago family had ruled Dragenmere for sixteen generations.

Before his death a decade ago, the realm’s governor selected two representatives from among Dragenmere’s sixty most powerful families. The first was his son, Vahagn Drago1.

Both young men had been excellently prepared for the role. Vahagn was the stronger of the two, but he was also more rebellious. Although Peregrine didn’t have the same power, he was well known for his piety and self-control. He was also the elder and thus more stable.

In the end, it was decided by consensus among the families and the Temple that Peregrine should become governor. He would take the mantle as the sixteenth representative of their family to hold this illustrious post.

So as to avoid conflicts between factions of the Drago family, Vahagn left the capital following his defeat. He decided to travel and, for years, went where the winds took him. Eventually, he faded from the public consciousness.

Two words were enough to describe the new governor: quite satisfactory. During his reign, there were no grand accomplishments, but neither were there any troubles. Perhaps it was the fact that he was so “mediocre” that he won support ten years ago. Dragenmere’s situation was stable, after all. There was no need for someone radical. What’s more, Peregrine would be far easier to mold and control as far as the Temple was concerned.

Anyway, it was also the support from behind the scenes that won Peregrine his post. The truth was that there had been more family elders in support of Vahagn as his father had been the former governor. Peregrine, however, had more than just a faction of the family on his side. The realm’s High Priest and Commander-General also wanted him installed.

The power structure of Dragenmere was the same as Skycloud. The High Priest represented the Temple, while the Commander-General led the armies. Although these men couldn’t directly involve themselves in political matters, that didn’t mean the power they represented was ignored. High Priest Bastian Nieves2 had been in power only two years when this selection process began, so he saw it as an opportunity to consolidate his influence. Meanwhile, the city’s Commander-General, Ludwig Hightower3, was not himself a strong man. He didn’t even count among the realm’s top ten.

Both hoped to keep the realm – and their positions – free from conflict.

So while Vahagn was strong, he was also a firebrand. Too young to maintain the stability Dragenmere’s elders sought. This uncertainty was what lost him the seat of power.

The High Priest, the former governor, and the Commander-General shared a close friendship ever since they’d saved his life at a young age. To repay this debt, the old governor complied and supported Peregrine’s ascension.

The new governor’s days were not quiet. Troubles had been brewing ever since chaos erupted in Skycloud. The Dragon God, who had not stirred for a hundred years, emerged from the Temple. Along with the other Supremes, the horns of war were sounded. Soldiers were needed to fight against the rebellious heathens.

Governor Drago complied. High Priest Bastian and Commander-General Ludwig left for Sky fortress where they would serve the gods directly.

Recently, there had been no word from Sky Fortress, a matter of grave concern for Peregrine. Until recently, ships had arrived every day to gather more warriors. Nearly a week had now passed without any communication. What occurred in Sky Fortress was secretive, but surely they would keep the governors of the realms informed of any major happenings?

Could something have happened? It seemed impossible! Four Supremes and countless soldiers protected their glorious fortress. No matter how strong the enemy, Skycloud was but one realm. The odds were insurmountable.

In the midst of his anxiety, news broke, striking the governor like a lightning bolt. Phoenix Igna, who had been lost in the rebel lands for weeks, had returned. With her was a heathen from Skycloud.

This troublesome tramp! Gone when she should return and back when she should have vanished. Phoenix was the governor’s biggest headache. She was the leader of the Demon Hunter Corps and the realm’s strongest warrior – with an ego and temper to match. Her personal friendship with Vahagn Drago was also a matter of concern since she had never approved of Peregrine’s appointment. The two had been at odds ever since.

When Skycloud opened the Boundary Portal the first time, Peregrine’s decision was instant. He sent Phoenix to the front with the secret hope that she would never return. When news came back that the situation in Skycloud had deteriorated, Peregrine was far from upset.

But now she was back? And with a foreign heretic! What was the meaning of this?

Despite his loathing, Governor Drago was not without a shred of cleverness. He did not react immediately. Instead, he gathered some followers and left to see what the irritating woman was up to. A decision would be made once he learned more.
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Phoenix strode down the red carpet with long strides. Two others followed: a beautiful woman with long white robes and black hair, and a man in tattered black clothing.

Selene looked through the pages of information in her hands as they walked. There were reports on matters in Dragenmere, detailing various families and the state of their forces. In addition, she had profiles for most of the realm’s notable folk.

All very useful information, to be sure. Cloudhawk had brought her and Phoenix back here with one goal in mind – to bring Dragenmere to heel by any means necessary. The task had to be completed as soon as possible, which meant even methods he wouldn’t typically permit were on the table. Despite that, the final object was to have this land become a friend of Skycloud, not an enemy.

It could not be said that Phoenix was pleased with Selene’s appointment. “Cloudhawk doesn’t trust anyone, does he?” she grumbled.

Selene replied in her typical, tepid tone. “Extraordinary times require extraordinary measures. I am here to help you.”

Phoenix wiped her hand across her mouth as though trying to wipe away the scowl. She said nothing. Not long ago, this woman had been the God King’s chosen Avatar. The fact that she broke its control was a potent display of her will. The woman was incredible. There was no denying it. Even Phoenix wouldn’t look down on her.

Without another word, she led her two guests towards the heart of the city. They were met with a group of anxious bodyguards and a herald. The spokesman stepped forward and addressed the Master Demon Hunter with a stiff bow. “Commander Igna, allow me to welcome you ba-”

“Shut the fuck up.”

All it took was a glare for this pitiful welcoming party to scramble out of her way. Phoenix strode forward and threw the doors open, stepping inside.

“Master Phoenix Igna, Commander of the Demon Hunter Corps, has arrived!”

As the three pushed into the governor’s mansion, hasty cries arose from the herald. There was no solemnity or formality in the call, but rather like a vendor calling after a disgruntled customer.

The main hall was a grand and imposing place. It was designed to represent the strength and dignity of their realm. Peregrine Drago sat at the head of a long table flanked by five other family representatives and a number of military officials. They all seemed to be absorbed in whatever business they’d been discussing when the sound of the doors bursting open caused them to raise their heads.

Footsteps followed. Measured, even strides. Although there were only three of them, the visitors invaded the hall like an army. Immediately, the room was filled with a weighty and overbearing air that made the elders hold their breath.

If only the High Priest and Commander-General were here! I can’t control this crazy bitch alone! Peregrine’s lips tightened.

Selene looked them over with a blank expression. Her black, piercing eyes roamed across every face just as every eye was drawn to her. Without question, she was no denizen of Dragenmere. Her presence also marked her as a strong and important person. They could see it in her eyes. Black pools, filled with power. As sharp as a knife.

Governor Drago cleared his throat to dispel the uncomfortable silence. “Commander Igna, you’ve been gone so long, we were worried for your safety. Your return is a joyous occasion. Word has reached us that you have important information concerning the survival of the Elysian realms? I have called a meeting of the great families and our military leadership. Perhaps you can share with us what you’ve learned.”

Her response ignored the topic. Instead, she began with other news. “Sky Fortress has been destroyed by the leader of Skycloud’s rebels, Cloudhawk.”

“What?!”

Shock painted the faces of the elders. Several shot to their feet.

“The Dragon God, Lightning God, Light God, and War God have all been defeated.”

“Phoenix, do you know what you’re saying? Is there any evidence to support these wild claims?”

“I’m here to tell you that Dragenmere sits between the chopping block and the headsman's ax. Our whole species faces destruction. See for yourselves.”

Phoenix wasn’t going to waste time explaining. She pulled forth a crystal orb and placed it on the table. An instant later, blinding light swallowed the room. It receded after a few minutes, revealing a sea of incredulous and sober faces. This was too much to believe!

Phoenix collected the crystal. “Let me get straight to the point. We need to put an immediate stop to all hostile actions against Skycloud and join them.”

“Absolutely not!” Peregrine’s anger flared. “I see what’s happened. You have turned your back on the gods! Do you realize what grave sins you’ve committed here?!”

Phoenix did not raise her voice, but the chill in it was palpable. “The gods are a cleaver, and to them, we’re nothing but slabs of meat. Why stay loyal?”

“And we’re supposed to believe you, why? Because of this nonsense you came back with? There is nothing convincing in those lies!” Peregrine was a loyal follower of the gods. It was not in his nature to rise up against them. It didn’t matter if what the crystal showed them was true. He would never rebel. To do so was suicide!

“Those blasphemers have corrupted you as well! Did you honestly believe your ploy would have us follow you into the depths of sin?” The governor had never liked Phoenix. Now here she was, presenting evidence against herself – enough to have her put away and out of his hair. “Guards! Grab this heathen! We will have the High Priest deal with her.”

“I’m not here to debate. I’m here to make sure our realm makes the right decision.” Phoenix made no attempt to defend herself. She knew it would come to this. She looked over the others before her eyes finally fixed on Peregrine Drago. “You were never the right man for this post. Give up the position of governor to Vahagn – the man who should have had it from the beginning.”

Silence. Her words hung over everyone like an iron curtain. Had she lost her mind? She spoke treason to a man who’d held the post of governor for over a decade! Yet she spoke as casually as though she was chastising a waiter for poor service.

Selene’s right eye flickered with silver light. She knew what was coming next, though she had not anticipated it. A sword from behind. From one of the governor’s commanders.

The man’s sword was only half-drawn when Selene moved. She cut off his arm before the deed could be done. She could be ruthless when needed, so she did not hesitate to lash out at their target. With a single hack, Governor Drago’s body was cut in two. Her cleave left a gash across the hall thirty meters long.

Fast… so fast! Her eye made it impossible for anyone to get the drop on her.

Shock and alarm painted every face. They knew they couldn’t stand against these women.

“You...” The speed and brazenness of the act defied response.

Phoenix stepped forward. “I forget introductions. This is Selene Cloude, deputy leader of the Green Alliance. And this is the seventeenth governor of Dragenmere – Vahagn Drago.”

At last, the man wrapped in tattered cloth and silence dropped his hood. The weathered face of a middle-aged man was revealed. The impetuous facade they remembered from years ago had been replaced with somber dignity. His presence was ten times more formidable than it had once been.

This man had appeared only rarely among the people in the last decade. Most had forgotten that he existed. Yes, it was Vahagn Drago, one of the realm’s most capable fighters.

Phoenix knew Peregrine enough to know his cooperation was unlikely. Vahagn was different. He was the only one who would carry the banner of rebellion here in Dragenmere. If they installed him on the governor’s seat, then their mission was all but accomplished.



1 In Chinese, his name is “Dragon Breaker of the Sky.” Drago is obvious. Vahagn is Armenia for “breaker, victory” which is the intent behind “breaker of the sky”, so that’s what I went with. A genius from a family offshoot, Peregrine Drago, or “Dragon that soars through emptiness.” Peregrine is an old English name that means “traveler.”
2 This one I went in a different direction. If you translate his name directly, it means “Priest of Clinging Silks”, but that’s impossible to find a proper name for. However, the characters together can be considered instead of using transliteration. 尼巴丝 – “Ni Ba Si” - sounded like the surname “Nieves” to me. Nieves has holy connotations (a title for the Virgin Mary in Spanish), so it fits. Bastian fits the transliteration scheme (“Ba Si”), and is short for Sebastian, which means venerable or revered – appropriate for a High Priest.
3 Mix of meaning and transliteration here. 泰利塔, “Tai Li Ta',' means “grand favorable tower”. The last name is obvious, but the last two characters, “Li Ta”, led me to Ludo, a Greenlandic version of Ludo, which is a short French form of the name Ludovicus, a Latinized version of Ludwig – which means “famous in battle”, fitting well with his role as Commander-General and hitting the “grand” portion of his name. Is your head spinning yet? Now, with my luck, both of these characters will die in this chapter after taking me an hour to figure out their names.
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Elsewhere.

Bruno led a group back to his home of Fulmulta. He walked back towards its Temple with Dawn Polaris and Stormford’s High Priest Gorman Vargas.

Dawn and Selene were the same in these cases. While their positions in the Green Alliance were not as high as Wolfblade’s, they were Cloudhawk’s most trusted advisers. He could give them these important tasks and trust them to make the right choices.

Stormford and Dragenmere were very important places to Cloudhawk. With them under his control, he would have three of the five Elysian lands preparing for war. The Green Alliance would have at least a passable foundation to build off of.

Dawn’s attention wandered between Bruno and Gorman. She didn’t have to worry about the Master Demon Hunter since his daughter was being kept in Skycloud. The father wouldn’t do anything rash. Gorman was another matter. After all, he was the religious leader of the realm. Any High Priest had to go through a rigorous selection process to ensure obedience. Convincing him to turn his back on the focus of his faith would be difficult, and a fundamental shift in the realm could cost him his influence.

Gorman Vargas was a hale and hearty man. Graceful and elegant in his old age. Feeling Dawn’s malicious gaze upon him, he maintained a practiced calm. He was as unflappable as a wise man who knew the whipping winds of the moment could not uproot the ancient tree.

“So vigilant and distrusting even of a man as old as I, Lady Dawn?”

“You undersell yourself, grandpa. You’re no ordinary geezer. I want you to make sure that if there are any mishaps, the people of Stormford don’t lose their cool.”

Gorman’s bushy eyebrows furrowed. “Stormford is already in chaos. The office of High Priest has lost all meaning. This dying old man wants to see where these troubling times lead us.”

Dawn didn’t argue. He was right.

The group made their way back to the Temple where they were met by a pair of Oracles and other Temple leaders.

“High Priest Gorman, you’re back with Master Bruno? And this young woman...” One of the Oracles looked pointedly at Dawn. In her towering armor, bearing her mighty sword, she was an intimidating sight. The juxtaposition of her pretty face revealed behind the helmet was a jarring contrast.

One thing was certain. She wasn’t from Stormford.

Dawn introduced herself. “Listen close. I am one of Lord Cloudhawk’s chief aides and his closest confidante. He is Master of the Southern Wastes, and now he’s come to take this Temple.”

“Blasphemer!”

“What absolute nonsense!”

The Temple faithful looked at her with disdain and incredulity. What were Master Bruno and the High Priest thinking, openly bringing this heretic here? It made no sense! Did the High Priest care nothing for his post?

“High Priest, what is the meaning of this?”

Dawn looked at Gorman with her hand on the pommel of Terrangelica. It all hinged on him now. They were on his turf, and with a word, he could turn the realm against her. She hoped he wouldn’t be so stupid as to make such a suicidal mistake.

“The Lightning God is dead. Stormford is no more.” Gorman’s voice was somber. “As of today, the Temple has chosen to join the Green Alliance. Master Bruno?”

Bruno answered by producing a crystal ball. There was a flash as its light spread through the area.

Pictures flooded the minds of those present. A few minutes later, after they vanished, they were still standing dumbfounded. Everyone was trying to grasp what they’d seen. Here were the most pious members of Stormford’s citizenry, who believed in the perfection of their gods. According to them, all the good in life was gifted to them by these beings.

“Brutal is this naked truth.” Gorman shook his head. “Those who wish to stay may do so. Those who decide to leave will not be stopped. The decision is yours to make.”

Under the High Priest’s expectant gaze, there was silence and hesitation. In the end, one of the Oracles chose to leave. Several dozen of the Temple’s clerics went with them. They could not accept what they’d seen and left in the hopes that it was some sort of test.

Dawn watched them leave. Gorman did as well, calm and unreadable, but he turned his eyes to Bruno. The Master Demon Hunter nodded knowingly. These poor souls could not be allowed to live. The decision was made to join Cloudhawk’s war, and they couldn’t afford opposition.

The Temple was Gorman’s territory. So long as he remained steadfast, the religious institutions would fall in line. Many would remain faithful to the gods, but Gorman was confident he could get them to toe the line.

At last, Dawn began to relax. “How do you plan to deal with the realm’s major families?”

Every Elysian land had families with generations of history. They represented the aristocracy, the backbone of their old society. They would be by far the hardest group to convince.

“It is beyond me,” Gorman replied. “I will need the help of a professional.”

This piqued Dawn’s curiosity. “A professional?”

“Hm hm hm… Skycloud isn’t the only place with talented citizens.” Gorman took on a profound air. “Everything will be resolved at the Temple meeting tonight. Then you can go back to your Lord and let him know your mission is accomplished.”

[image: ]


It was autumn, but the air was still stuffy in Fulmulta. A light breeze tinged with heat lightly brushed the city streets. Old trees laden with yellow leaves swayed with the winds.

The capital’s grandest building wasn’t a government center or an entertainment house. It was the Temple cathedral. It was a portrayal of all the realm’s beauty and architectural accomplishments. It had a high white steeple that gave praise to the sky. Within were hundreds of holy images, gods who looked down upon the world with majestic detachment. The main structure was covered in gold and shone with righteous nobility.

At the highest point of the cathedral was the prayer chamber. It was said this was the best place to hear the voice of the gods, besides the Temple itself. The sun had crept back to bed across the western horizon, and now the sky was painted rouge. It cast its light upon a frail figure, kneeling upon a scarlet carpet.

Fulmulta’s governor was a man in his sixties. It was widely known that he was the most devout of believers. No matter how busy matters of state became, he always took time to pray and meditate. He hadn’t missed a day in decades.

The doors were open, and wind breathed through a pair of floor-to-ceiling casement windows. An errant leaf blew in, painted in the hues of autumn. Landing nearby upon the red carpet, the city’s governor regarded it in contemplative silence.

“This wind...” he sighed.

As he muttered to himself, the governor stretched out his thin hand and took up the leaf. It crumbled to dust in his hand.

“Governor Audra, the High Priest has announced a meeting this evening.”

A Temple cleric delivered the news. Since his return to Fulmulta, High Priest Vargas had made no appearances and delivered no missives. He went straight back to the Temple, only to now announce this meeting without warning.

In the cleric’s hands was a crystal ball. “The High Priest invites Governor Audra to look at this. There is important information contained inside. You can activate it with your power. His majesty has also asked for you to summon representatives from the other families to attend.”

With his message and the crystal delivered, the cleric left Pelagius Audra1 to his prayers.

Through his own intelligence sources, the governor had learned of Sky Fortress’s destruction and the defeat of the four Supremes. So far, this news had not spread to the public. Evidently, the return of Bruno and Gorman portended more than what it seemed.

Pelagius Audra looked over the crystal ball in his hands. It was an odd thing, both like a relic and not. When he reached into it with his mind, the crystal reacted. Light consumed him, and over the next few minutes, Pelagius witnessed images from long ago. Then they ceased, and he was left alone in the prayer room once again.

“So, that is the truth.” He was quiet for a long time before heaving a deep, tired sigh. “And they come to kill again.”

So much for peace in Stormford.



1 “Dark Clouds, Saint of the Sea” is the literal translation of his name. Pelagius is taken from Greek meaning the sea and was the name of two popes, which accurately describes his faithful nature. Audra is Lithuanian for storm.

44 / A New Action


Meadow, Oakstead.1

The Shepherd God sat upon the enormous central tree, playing her flute. All the beasts nearby, be they birds or insects, danced to her call. A dark figure stood at the base and watched. Though the visitor had arrived some time before, they did not wish to interrupt.

Eventually, the god stopped her song, rose, and stepped forward. A host of luminous butterflies appeared and gathered beneath her feet. She took another step, and the butterflies moved with her. Putting one foot after the other, she calmly treaded upon their frail make to stand before Cloudhawk.

He regarded the beautiful young woman like an old friend he hadn’t seen for a long time. “It seems most of your power has returned. Congratulations.”

Nothing changed in her expression. “Wolfblade is in the Temple.”

With that, she turned from him and left. Cloudhawk ran a few steps to catch up. “Hey now, no need for the cold shoulder.”

The two made their way through the complex maze surrounding Oakstead’s Temple. It was very different from the others as it was made of wood and knotted vines. Its interior was a complex assortment of rooms that now served as a prison.

Elite soldiers from Sky Fortress were being held here. Between the Shepherd God’s personal attention and the Cloud God nearby, there was no hope of escape for these prisoners of war.

In the deepest parts of the Temple, Wolfblade was waiting. Two young figures stood on either side – Squall Rover and Frost de Winter. They now served as the demon elder’s personal assistants. Even direct orders from Cloudhawk were confirmed by their master first, but the former didn’t care much.

When he entered, Cloudhawk gazed at the two young disciples.

A dark and ominous power hung over Squall, especially his left arm. It was as black as night now. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure what methods Legion had used, but he could tell by the power wafting from Squall that he had grown quite a lot.

However, compared to his older brother, Squall was still lacking. There was no question that Arcturus Cloude had taken Frost under his wing because of his tremendous talent. Only a year has passed since he accepted Wolfblade’s tutelage, and he was nearly as powerful as Selene.

Besides these three, there were others in attendance. Abaddon, Three-Eyed Spider, Inkspecter, Ravenous Tiger, and so forth… the Hand of Gehenna. It was fair to say Wolfblade had himself a fairly powerful following.

Of course, all for the betterment of their alliance.

Cloudhawk focused on the task at hand. He walked over to the Alliance’s governor. “I got word back from Dawn and Selene. Things are progressing smoothly in Stormford and Dragenmere. Before long, they’ll be fully under our control. What plans do you have for the other two?”

Wolfblade smiled and answered by pointing to a nearby tree. “What does my King see?”

“A tree,” he replied.

Wolfblade waved his hand, and a cutting gale removed several of the branches. “If we want this tree to serve us best, then we must do more than just trim unwanted branches. There is more to a tree than just limb and leaf.”

Cloudhawk thought about this for a second, weighing his words. “You’re saying that controlling the Elysian lands won’t be so easy.”

“Their culture of devotion has had a thousand years to take root, just the same way as a tree. That is the foundation of their unity and thus the core of their power. Currently, we are trying to control the upper classes with the hopes that it will trickle down to the people. We trim the branches but do nothing for the roots.”

Cloudhawk recognized the logic in his explanation. If they couldn’t fundamentally change the way Elysians thought, then when the gods arrived, it would all come crashing down with a breath. All of his efforts would be wasted. But how was he supposed to change a thousand years of history in a fraction of the time?

“So how do we do it?”

“Facts are always the most effective weapon.”

“Facts? What facts?”

“The crystals you brought back reveal how the gods infest and consume planets. However, there will always be ignorant, shortsighted people who will deny what their eyes tell them. Even a number of those locked in your prisons will steadfastly ignore the truth. What we need now is irrefutable evidence. Something they cannot deny.”

“And what is this irrefutable evidence?” Cloudhawk pressed.

“You should have noticed that when the gods seed a planet, they bury a ship deep within the earth. That is where new gods are created. That is precisely the evidence we require.”

Cloudhawk immediately understood. Thinking back, he remembered what he saw – that the gods don’t “reproduce” in the typical sense. When they find a civilized planet, they obliterate the species that inhabit it. Then, the bulk of their troops leave. They leave one ship behind, buried underground. Thousands of years later, it emerges like a weed, spewing new gods and ships out into the universe.

It was probably how that underground facility in the jungle planet got there in the first place. If he could find where this “seed” was located on their planet, the godly invasion of their world would no longer be a secret. The delusions people clung to would be shattered.

Of course, they couldn’t discount the fact that there would be some who would never be swayed. They would follow the gods because of a perceived possibility of peace – what they imagined was a bloodless alternative. But there were plenty of others who would see this proof for what it was and would choose to stand on Cloudhawk’s side.

“Not bad. The question then is… where is this base?”

It’d been over a thousand years since the gods arrived. No one in the Elysian lands had any clue where the seed was hidden. Where were they even supposed to start looking?

However, Cloudhawk came up with a solution quickly. “Can the Cloud or Shepherd God help us?”

Wolfblade opened his mouth to answer but was cut off.

“There are large gaps in what we remember,” the Shepherd God replied. “We don’t know where the seed is located.”

That was strange. From what the crystals revealed, the gods were a huge force that spanned the galaxy. They should have a memory spanning eons. But in reality, no one – not the Cloud God, the Shepherd God, the other Supremes, or any demons – could remember what happened. Their memories started only after they arrived here.

The secret to their species’ history and beginnings was a mystery. All that was left in their minds was a deeply ingrained servitude and loyalty, even though they didn’t know why. It was almost worth Cloudhawk’s pity. These creatures were complex, with too many anomalies and unanswered questions.

At a loss, Cloudhawk pressed for guidance. “So how are we supposed to find it?”

“I may not know its location, but there is one who certainly does.”

“Who?”

“Belial, of course.”

This didn’t answer any of Cloudhawk’s questions. “Him? How?”

“Belial has spent centuries trying to escape his identity. As a result, he knows more about it than any other god or demon. So long as he remains here, he knows he will never escape his true self. Not unless… he escapes this planet.”

“So all this time, he’s been hiding his identity while looking for the god ship. He wants to use it to get out of here.”

“Just so.”

With this information in hand, Cloudhawk left the chamber. On his way out of the Temple, he passed the prisons. Many strong and important Elysians, tied down with vines, swept through his peripheral vision. Some were close enough to have heard their conversation and watched him go with conflicted looks.

“Cloudhawk. Cloudhawk!”

A green-clad figure rushed over to him. Her appearance took him by surprise. “Autumn?”

She beamed a sweet smile at him. “I hear Belial has the strength of a Supreme and is a talented artisan. After hundreds of years, you can be sure he’s been preparing himself. I’m afraid you won’t be able to handle him yourself. Let me come with you.”

There were two others behind her. One was the bearer of the re-formed relic Ashfall, Frost de Winter. The other was the bearer of the Gospel of Sands, Abaddon. Without question, they had been sent after him at Wolfblade’s command.

Cloudhawk looked them over in silence for a moment. “Let’s go.”

Space rippled around them, and in the blink of an eye, they were gone.



1 Remember that Meadow is the name of the Shepherd God’s former Elysian Land. Oakstead is its capital.

45 / Collective Exchange


Cloudhawk didn’t know Belial’s exact location. That didn’t mean he was out of luck, however. By sending Oddball to follow the elder, he at least had a general idea. With a little patience, the artisan would be found.

What troubled him more was that he’d recently lost contact with his feathered friend. It was a rare disconnect that made Cloudhawk uncomfortable.

Oddball was a special kind of relic. Within a certain range, it was able to connect to and share Cloudhawk’s consciousness. But even outside of this area, Cloudhawk could always sense where his companion was. For Oddball to vanish completely, there were three possible explanations.

First. Oddball had traveled very far, possibly far enough that their connection was too weak.

Second. Oddball had found itself in a place where spatial disruption was increased. Interference like that might block Cloudhawk’s ability to sense where his friend had gone.

The third and final scenario was the least likely. Oddball was strong and agile enough that threats to its life were rare. Anyway, Cloudhawk would have felt something was off if Oddball got itself into trouble. It wouldn’t have just vanished.

He had to be patient and search. There was no hurry.

What Cloudhawk really had to focus on was finding the base left behind by the Supremes. He also had to bring the four remaining Elysian lands around to his camp. To that end, he brought Idonea and Lance with him to Stormford.

Bruno was already performing his task and with good results. At the very least, he’d made his position clear, so Cloudhawk had no more need to hold his daughter hostage. As for Lance, it was time to send him home.

When the party arrived in the capital, Idonea made an observation. “Why does everything feel so… solemn?”

Indeed, something felt off in the city. While it wasn’t the same bustling metropolis Skycloud had been in its prime, it still earned its title as the jewel of Stormford. Today, the streets were almost empty. A stuffy cloud hung over everything.

Cloudhawk detected the faint smell of blood in the air.

With gallantry in his voice, Lance turned to Idonea. “I’m sure a lot has changed since Master Bruno and High Priest Gorman returned. Nothing to be worried about.”

“No sign of violence,” Cloudhawk muttered. “Let’s find Dawn and find out what’s going on.”

“Absolutely! Now that our great King has come, no one in Stormford would dare offer a challenge.” Lance was quick to suck up to the powerful man. He then returned his attention to the girl by his side. “Miss Idonea, please allow me to escort you home.”

She regarded this young master, who for the last few days had taken pains to be noble and gentlemanly. Her lips curled into a scowl, indicative of how she felt about him. A talentless hack – that’s what she thought. That was to be expected when compared to the Lance she knew before. She had to have been blind to have been so easily deceived…

Lance was embarrassed when she ignored him, but he was not angry.

A few minutes later, Dawn learned that they were in town and met with them.

“Cloudhawk! Here we are.” She walked up to him but froze in her tracks. Right away, Cloudhawk felt the terrible, murderous aura wafting from her.

Frost was hidden beneath a heavy cloak, but she saw right through it.

“You.”

Dawn’s grip tightened on Terrangelica, her eyes fixed on the man who killed her grandfather. Now he was Wolfblade’s lackey, the elder’s lapdog. Until today, Cloudhawk had done what he could to stop the two from meeting, but this dark reunion was bound to happen one day. They’d passed each other by before, but it was the first time in a long while that they confronted one another face-to-face.

Some things were destined. Dawn had to deal with this on her own. Cloudhawk couldn’t help her in her quest for vengeance, but he wasn’t going to stop her either.

Frost maintained his constant, irritating calm. “You want revenge for your grandfather.”

Dawn’s explosive temperament was clear on her face. She was struggling with something. Countless times, she’d imagined herself shoving Terrangelica into this bastard’s pretty face. He and Inkspecter both! It was the only respite she got from her hatred.

And yet, after a few seconds, her grip loosened.

“Only your blood will wash away the humiliation of my family.” The words were cruel, but she did not speak them in anger. The chill in her eyes, however, was fathomless. “Listen well. I will kill you. But not today.”

Lance and Idonea watched the scene unfold, puzzled. It didn’t look like everything was rainbows and sunshine in Cloudhawk’s camp.

Dawn did not strike, but that didn’t mean her thirst for vengeance was gone. Her desire to see justice done would never abate and would only grow with time.

Cloudhawk asked Dawn about the state of Stormford. According to her, everything had been moving along smoothly since their arrival. However, there were still forces working in secret against them. He asked for details, and she obliged.

“Of Stormford’s bigwigs, we can count on Bruno. High Priest Gorman seems cooperative on the outside, but he’s hiding something. There’s something not right. Besides him, there’s one other person we should be on guard against, and that’s Fulmulta’s governor, Pelagius Audra.”

“Governor Pelagius. I’ve heard the name.” Cloudhawk’s time in Stormford was short, but how could he not have heard of their governor?

Pretending as though Frost no longer existed, Dawn went on to explain that the governor was the backbone of the city’s family structure. He had more clout in this realm than anyone else.

“He’s famous for his faith. In public, he is soft-spoken, courteous, and restrained – a role model to the people. But three days ago, he made a declaration. High-ranking members of the churches, including five bishops and over eighty clerics, were arrested. Over a hundred important city figures were put to death, and thirteen hundred citizens have been killed.”

This took Cloudhawk by surprise. Pelagius’s reputation hid his crueler nature. When it rained, it poured in Fulmulta – even if it rained blood. More likely, the governor’s carefully cultivated persona was fake. A fatherly façade. He acted in whatever way furthered his interests, even if it meant betraying the gods he purported to serve. The softness of the surface hid a hard and brutal reality.

Cloudhawk didn’t read too much into it. “It looks like your growth hasn’t been restricted to fighting.”

“No shit. This lady is as beautiful as she is smart.” Dawn didn’t waste the chance to boast.

She brought the newly arrived crew to the Temple to meet with Bruno, Gorman, and Pelagius. Several other important people from the city were also in attendance. Those who they figured would cause trouble had all been dealt with. Everyone left was there to join Cloudhawk’s Alliance.

He looked them over. Most chose to cooperate in order to stop the flames of war from consuming their home. Few if any were actually brave enough to stand against the gods or would even remain loyal to Cloudhawk when his back was turned. Even now, he could see the scorn and distrust on a number of faces.

Cloudhawk’s name rang like thunder back in Skycloud. They knew all the stories – how he nearly destroyed a fortress single-handedly, how he beat Arcturus Cloude, and how he bested the God King’s Avatar. While there was still a lot of controversy surrounding him, no one denied his power or authority.

But news wasn’t shared among Elysian lands. Nobody here knew of Cloudhawk’s exploits. What little they heard, they didn’t believe. How could they? Cloudhawk – alone – was supposed to have destroyed Sky Fortress, killed their god, and captured three other Supremes.

This was him? This ordinary-looking youth? Putting aside their moral and cultural conflicts, were they supposed to just start following this unimpressive foreigner?

High Priest Gorman stepped forward. “Greetings to the Lord of the Wastes, conqueror of Skycloud, founder of the Green Alliance, successor to the Demon King, and slayer of gods… Greetings, Master Cloudhawk.”

It was quite the stream of titles. Any one of them was improbably magnificent. Those gathered found it all a little ostentatious.

“I’ve heard there is no one on this earth that compares to Master Cloudhawk.” One man as thick as a bear raised his voice. “I am Commander-General of Stormford’s forces, Charon Barak1. All my life, I aim to challenge myself. Perhaps the great conqueror could help.”

Dawn scowled. Was this asshole issuing a challenge out in the open?

Cloudhawk smirked. He was new here and figured someone would test the boundaries. He wasn’t afraid to show them where they were. In fact, he was counting on it. Otherwise, how would they recognize him? Cloudhawk appreciated the burly bear-like man. He thought his gall was adorable.

“One person isn’t much fun. Three matches would be better, don’t you think?”

Charon’s intention had just been to feel out this stranger. He didn’t think his opponent would up the ante.

High Priest Gorman interjected, “How should this contest proceed, Master Cloudhawk?”

“Elysian lands are always separated into the religious, military, and political powers. They represent the power of a realm, so why not choose the best of each to test their mettle?”

Gorman and Pelagius exchanged a glance before the governor replied. “It would be my honor to spar with a man of such strength.”



1 His name can be interpreted as “Lightning of Great Fierceness”. Charon and Barak are both of Greek origin, with the first having a possible meaning of “fierce brightness” and Barak meaning lightning.

46 / The Winner Decided


So the Skycloud visitors were challenging Stormford’s best?

Whispers of excitement immediately started to circulate. Recently, there had been a lot of stories about Cloudhawk, but in Stormford, it was all hearsay. Now was the chance for everyone to see if the tales were true.

Cloudhawk wanted to rebel against the gods? First, he had to show if he had what it took.

Charon couldn’t wait to get started. “I challenge one of you!”

He was a bristly and excitable man who gave a fidgety impression. However, to reach the rank of Commander-General he had to have skill to back it up. His facade was a way to confound his opponents.

Dawn was similarly itching to try her skills. There was a dark promise in her eyes that she only barely held back.

Dawn was not the same girl as before. That was shown when she held back in her desire to murder Frost. Her bloodlust was still there, but she had learned to recognize the big picture. She drew inspiration from Cloudhawk, who worked with Abaddon even though the demon murdered one of his closest friends.

He was strong enough that if he wanted to snuff out the beast, he could do so easily. But he didn’t. Did he want to? Of course he did, but he held back. He wasn’t an unfeeling man and in fact felt things quite deeply. But he had responsibilities as a leader. They required that he suppress his own grudges for the greater good. And if he could do it, Dawn was sure she could too.

It wasn’t giving up. It was biding time.

Just wait, Frost. One day, I’ll open your throat. And not just you. Abaddon as well. Anyone who hurts Cloudhawk is on my list. Ah yes, and Wolfblade… he’s a fucking snake as well. When he has no worth anymore, then he’ll be dealt with. If I’m not strong enough? Then I’ll get Selene to help me.

Dawn always suspected Wolfblade’s intentions. She would never be comfortable so long as he was by Cloudhawk’s side. Selene had to feel the same way.

Stormford’s people gathered around to watch as two young faces joined Cloudhawk. Frost de Winter was a representative of Skycloud’s new generation of leaders. Autumn was about the same age as Cloudhawk, but since being taken by the Shepherd God, she had not appeared to age. From the outside, she still looked to be in her early twenties.

Three fresh faces. Did they really expect to beat Stormford’s best?

Cloudhawk looked over their challengers. “So who’s going first?”

Before Autumn could begin to respond, Frost stepped forward. With an easy leap, he jumped into the ring set up nearby for sparring exhibitions. He held in one hand a huge spear that was wrapped in dark energies.

So be it – Frost de Winter would take the first bout.

“Hahaha! This young nobody is so eager to fight me, eh? I could wipe the floor with you one-handed!” Charon’s eyes strayed to the weapon in Frost’s hands. Despite his harsh words and brazen appearance, there was fear in his eyes.

That relic… was no ordinary weapon. And anyone who held it had to have the strength to use it.

Frost said nothing. He remained silent, waiting, standing still upon the dais.

He was the perfect representation of a male. A small bit of stubble on his cheeks made him gruff and masculine. His simple clothing was not ostentatious. Cold, piercing blue eyes revealed the faintest trace of melancholy. Young yet mature. He was more attractive now than he was in those early days.

“Good lad! Settle matters first, then we trade words!”

Charon charged at Frost. He punched with his right arm, as straight as a dagger. Tattoos scrawled across his skin lit up, and all at once, his whole arm became a blade of lightning. His power surged.

Assuming Charon Barak was a martial artist would be wrong.

While his equipment was sparse in appearance, he was awash in mental power. The waves Cloudhawk felt marked him as similar in strength to Bruno, making him equivalent to a Master himself!

Frost reacted with a thrust of his right hand, sending Ashfall forth.

When the weapon neared, Charon felt enveloped in a slew of powers he did not expect. Corrosion, sluggishness, and a bone-deep cold swept through him. The strength and expansive nature of it caught him off guard.

Frost’s newest weapon had been taken from Praelius’s Commander-General, Ash Farran. Cloudhawk then reforged and empowered it. Wolfblade gave it to his newest disciple. As such, Frost’s power took a significant leap.

What made Ashfall particularly potent was its breadth of powers. Throughout the course of battle, his opponents had to face many different kinds of attacks. So although Charon had started the fight, he was forced to withdraw and reassess.

Frost gave chase. The spear in his grip stabbed and thrust, releasing deadly bursts of energy like some hellish viper. Blooms of energy reached from the tip of the spear like lotus blossoms. This dense counteroffensive was almost too much for Charon to escape.

Frost’s display was almost perfect, be it his mental force, constitution, or combat prowess. But the most frightening thing was that he had yet to reach his full potential. Whatever power he wielded in the future would be hard to fathom.

Charon should have started the fight utilizing his full strength. It would have improved his chances, but he’d instead fallen into a dangerous disadvantage. The more he tried to avoid these attacks, the more vulnerable he became. Under Ashfall’s continuous assault, Charon felt his nerves begin to numb and his limbs begin to grow stiff and heavy.

He was on the back foot, slowly being beaten down by his younger challenger.

Ten strikes. A hundred! Five hundred blows from the spear, falling upon the Commander-General like a steel rain. Frost’s onslaught sapped Charon of his power, and with every passing second, his wounds grew in number. He was on the verge of collapse.

Now was the chance! Frost seized it. Ashfall went straight for the older man’s throat.

Charon seemed too spent to defend himself. But at the last instant, a miraculous change overcame him – the tattoos all over his body flared to life!

In an instant, he went from physical to elemental. His body of flesh and blood was swallowed up by the light and swelled to enormous proportions. In a magnificent display, the Commander-General became a thunderous creature of lightning. Ashfall’s negative influence was shed, and in this elemental state, a jab from the weapon did not end the fight.

“Did you think that was all I had?”

Charon released his total power. His earlier display was nothing but a feint to draw Frost in. The younger man could not know that he had walked into this trap. And now that he was in range, there was no escape. It was the right time to strike back.

“Did you have your fun? Now it’s my turn! Behold!”

With a mighty roar, Charon attacked with the power he’d been holding back. He focused it all in one punch aimed at Ashfall. The ensuing blast of power felt like a bomb blast. Frost’s spear was flung from his grasp.

Delight played on the faces of Fulmulta’s citizens. Age won over beauty! Even after hundreds of attacks, Frost couldn’t put the old man down. Commander-General Charon only needed to strike once at just the right moment to achieve victory. What did Frost’s masterful weapon mean if it was not in his hands to be used?

However, Cloudhawk’s eyes were narrowed. He knew the fight was not over.

Ashfall whistled as it flew through the air. Frost himself was blasted back a dozen meters. However, he quickly got his feet back under him, and there was no hint of worry in his eyes. Rather, something else flashed in their depths.

Charon rushed forward in his elemental form to strike the finishing blow.

Frost was on the verge of being beaten into a pulp, yet at that moment, a strange sound arose. Like a rack of weapons clattering across the floor. Ashfall, still in midair, broke into several separate relics and scattered all around the grizzled warrior.

“Did you think that was all I had?”

Frost’s taunting words hung in the air, and then he was on the move. With incredible speed, he dashed towards two swords and swept them up. Spinning around, he thrust them into Charon’s electric body. They passed right through, jutting out the other end. Frost left them there as he picked up two more and stabbed them into his foe’s back.

In this monstrous form, Charon’s strength and destructiveness skyrocketed. He was a powerhouse in all but one area – his reaction times were slower. Countless afterimages flashed around him as Frost got to work.

Through his relics, Frost’s speed was highly empowered. Pass after pass, Frost inserted more of the swords through Charon’s body. The older man tried to fight back but was always a few moments too slow.

He’d laid a trap for the boy but ended up spelling his own defeat. The last weapon to find its way into Charon’s form was Rimeshard. Where before there was a lumbering giant of lightning was now Charon in the form of a hunched hedgehog.

He couldn’t support the form any longer, and the elemental body collapsed. Charon reappeared in the center of the ring. Blood trickled from the corners of his mouth, and he fought to keep from passing out.

It seemed like the winner had been decided.


47 / The Shepherd God's Power


The people of Fulmulta looked at one another in shock. Such a young and powerful Master Demon Hunter!

During his brief time in Skycloud, Bruno had heard tales of Frost’s strength, but he didn’t think it had reached such heights! From what he saw, even Bruno was unlikely to beat him in a fight without his dimensional daggers.

Charon and Bruno both were part of Stormford’s mighty old guard. They were equivalent to what Sterling and Baldur Cloude had been back in Skycloud, wielding power that was only seen once in every ten thousand demon hunters. And yet this young man had beaten the Commander-General. It was a bitter pill to swallow.

In their shock, the people realized they were even more frightened of Cloudhawk now. Frost de Winter was one of his lieutenants, not even one of the Alliance’s most prominent members. If that were so, what did that say of Cloudhawk’s capabilities?

Dawn’s fists had unknowingly clenched tight as she watched the exchange. Frost was… strong. If he wasn’t equal to Selene, then he was close. At her current strength, Dawn did not think she was a threat to him. The blow to her ego cut deep.

Her progress lately had been quick, but it still seemed insufficient. If she wanted to take her rightful place as Cloudhawk’s right hand, if she wanted to get vengeance for her family, then she had to get stronger.

Power. Power! Power! That was the answer to everything. Power at any cost! Dawn gritted her teeth and swore she would achieve her aims.

Cloudhawk gently patted her on the shoulder but said nothing. Any words of comfort were useless, but he wanted to let her know that no matter what, he stood by her side.

“I’m done!” Charon’s gruff voice was bitter but accepting of his defeat. He was helped from the ring.

Frost recovered his weapons and returned to Cloudhawk’s party.

Autumn was next. Without prompting from Cloudhawk, she entered the ring. Rising up as light as a feather, she presented herself for the contest. In her hands was clasped a small flute. Her pose was relaxed.

Another young, wordless challenger to represent the Green Alliance.

Autumn and Frost were very different. Outwardly, she seemed much younger – maybe eighteen or nineteen years old. In contrast to Frost’s cruel detachment, she seemed almost nervous. It was hard to imagine that such a sweet young girl could wield the sort of power Cloudhawk promised.

He had Dawn as well as a demon by his side, albeit Abaddon was trying to keep a low profile. Both were clearly strong. So why pass them up in favor of this child? The onlookers saw no logic in his choice. Was she really stronger than the other two? It sure didn’t seem so.

“Allow this old man to give it a try.” Gorman made his way to the ring, electing to put himself forward for this challenge. “You take care, young lady.”

As he said this, the High Priest pressed his hands together. Slowly pulling them apart, he revealed a pyramid that was rotating between his palms and glowing with a strange light. A moment later, he pushed forward, and the shape detonated.

Autumn watched as ten prismatic shards were flung in all directions. They spun through the air, surrounding her.

“What’s this?” She hurriedly brandished her flute and produced an incisive light.

Clang!

As the slash struck one of the prismatic planes, a loud noise erupted. The impact was enough to make the whole Temple shiver. Everyone looked at this young girl with new eyes.

Judging by that move, she wasn’t any weaker than Frost.

However, High Priest Gorman was a far sight stronger than his military counterpart. Autumn’s attack failed to shake the prismatic walls closing in around her. On the contrary, the force of her blow was reflected back towards her.

Her face stiffened. Quickly, she raised her flute and used it to deflect the danger. Quite the solid prison she found herself in. Despite using considerable strength, her attack had left no mark.

Gorman stepped onto one prismatic plane. Like an immortal from a fantasy novel, he rose into the air while slowly raising his arms. The prismatic fragments began to move. From within, lights sparked to life, and a flood of energy emerged. Like a dozen warship attack pylons, they fired at Autumn. So intense was the onslaught that she feared even the Shepherd’s power would not be enough to save her.

Autumn’s current abilities were slightly stronger than a typical Master Demon Hunter’s. However, she was surrounded and locked down by this strange power that cast her attacks back at her. Violent moves failed to free her, and in fact, they made her position more precarious.

Autumn brandished her flute, blocking shot after shot from the prisms. But after deflecting one, it would just bounce off a prismatic plane and come back towards her in an infinite barrage. Even if her defense was watertight, she would eventually collapse from exhaustion.

It did not look good for her!

Autumn had never possessed overwhelming combat skills. Faced with this situation, she felt herself begin to panic. It was just enough to allow two shots to break through her defenses. A wave of dread passed over her, and the onlookers held their breath, sure that she was on the cusp of defeat.

Although this girl was strong, her opponent was the realm’s own High Priest! He was an aged and experienced man who was even stronger than Commander-General Charon. Surely defeating one young girl was no trouble for him.

And yet, as the deciding blow closed in…

Something about Autumn changed. All at once, an even more intense power oozed from her.

She activated her relic instinctively, and all at once, the floor beneath her feet shattered. A carpet of vibrant, writhing foliage flooded from the cracks and spread in all directions. Vines reached up to form barriers that deflected the prismatic beams.

And that wasn’t all.

Vines and branches bubbled from the ground like a living fountain. Faster than the eye could follow, they wrapped up the prisms like strong chains, holding them fast.

Autumn lifted her flute.

The foliage acted at her command, lashing out across the platform. Gorman had never seen an attack like this before. He watched her place the instrument to her lips and blow.

HAARRRROOOOOOOOM!

A claw composed of ripping vines groped for the High Priest from behind. He was caught off guard and was knocked from the sky. When he got his bearings enough to turn around, the High Priest faced a giant dragon wreathed in fire. Summoned from the ether, it hovered above him like a curse.

Yes, summoned! The young girl’s real power was in calling forth allies.

Not only was she able to invoke these vines, but even a terrifying monster heeded her commands. Gorman had never seen anything like it!

Autumn jumped into the air. At the height of her trajectory, creepers gathered beneath her feet into the form of a behemoth. She now stood upon the shoulders of the beast, which roared as its massive hand ripped aside a prismatic plane and punched at the High Priest.

Autumn’s eyes watched with a look of detached apathy. While still the beautiful girl from before, her bearing had changed. She was now infinitely more noble, aloof, and untouchable.

What a striking change! Moments ago, she was an innocent child. Now, she was as domineering as a god.

Cloudhawk recognized it immediately. Autumn’s personality had been suppressed, and the Shepherd God was in control. Although the former Supreme was not at her peak, she had recovered about seventy percent of the strength she once wielded. Considering her former station, even Cloudhawk didn’t dare look down on her.

Gorman wasn’t a powerhouse on the level of Phoenix or Arcturus. How could he stand against a Supreme?

“Go!” Two prisms appeared in the priest’s palms, then shot at the dragon like daggers.

But The Shepherd God responded quickly. With a crisp note from the flute, a thousand vines replied. They laid siege on Gorman who, though protected by panes of light, could not keep them all at bay. They slithered through the cracks and into the High Priest’s body.

“I have lost!” he said with a sigh.

This wasn’t a fight to the death. While he hadn’t used his full power, Gorman recognized the power of his foe. If they both went all out, he would only have been able to hold on for a little while longer.

Incredible that this young creature could be so strong! Once again, the people of Fulmulta were in awe of Cloudhawk’s allies. Would they have to suffer three defeats in a row? It was an embarrassment!

Pelagius Audra was their last hope for honor. Their illustrious governor was widely known for his combat abilities, probably the strongest in the realm. Even the High Priest bowed to him.

But the one he faced was none other than Cloudhawk. Did he have any hope of victory?


48 / Establishing Prestige


Cloudhawk and Pelagius entered the ring.

The governor addressed his opponent in a calm voice. “I recognize what this is all about. Skycloud is filled with strong and capable citizens. Stormford cannot compare. I know that I am no match for the master of such an alliance.”

His words caused the gathered Elysians to gape, dumbfounded. The fight hadn’t even started and he was giving up? Pelagius Audra was their governor! His supplication was an embarrassment. Better to fight and lose than give in and invite shame.

But nothing in the man’s bearing showed he felt disgrace. He knew exactly what sort of monster stood before him. “You managed to sneak into Sky Fortress, then single-handedly overcame four Supreme gods. One was destroyed, and the others were captured. In the face of such power, knowing your exploits, no man is your equal.”

Cloudhawk respectfully answered, “Nothing but good luck. Fortune was on my side.”

Dawn was watching their hosts’ expressions and saw them change. Shock and incredulity gave way to appreciation. Word of Cloudhawk’s deeds had reached them, and the most outrageous of it all was his defeating the gods. But here he was, admitting that he’d only managed it because the circumstances were in his favor.

Inwardly, Dawn acknowledged how laughable it was. These foolish people were like frogs in a well.

Cloudhawk waved his hand, and the small jungle that encapsulated the ring began to change. It was like the seasons had changed just for them, from high summer to late autumn. Vibrant greens withered to full yellow until at last, the vines cracked and fell away.

“Let’s begin.”

Pelagius watched the vines turn to ash. There was a trace of surprise in even his stoic face, for how Cloudhawk had done it was beyond his understanding.

The foliage Autumn had summoned was not real. They were a creation of mental energy, a palpable illusion. Like ice, it was a temporary change in state that vanished with time. Once Autumn stopped feeding it her mental power, the summoning would fail. Robbed of power, the vines could then be swept away like any ordinary plant.

Pelagius was anything but an ordinary man. He possessed keen insight and saw that Cloudhawk had used no relic just then. With only his mental power, he caused those plants to die. It was all his own power, nothing else.

This meant that if Cloudhawk wanted to manipulate reality, he needed only form the thought and it was so. He was a living relic. Could he still be called a man?

“Are we fighting?” Cloudhawk asked.

The governor turned his attention back to this monster. “Yes,” he replied, “of course. Some actions are taken even when the outcome is known. Some fights are necessary even when defeat is inevitable.”

His implications were not lost on Cloudhawk.

“It’s not about the result. It’s about the process. No ending is written, unless you never try.”

With a smile, thick black mist began to pour from the governor’s magnificent robes. They billowed forth and clung to the ground like a sea. Soon, the whole ring was wrapped up in it.

Cloudhawk found himself adrift in darkness. It was one of the governor’s powers, a gift called “Dark Prison.”

Pelagius’s name evoked a sense of piety and light, but his powers were actually rooted in the rarely seen realm of shadow. The clinging darkness confounded the eye and concealed the outside world. It was a power that portrayed corrosion, decay, and consumption.

As such, an attack that entered Pelagius’ domain of darkness was swallowed up. It was how he gained advantage over enemies even markedly stronger than himself. When the darkness fell, it was hard to escape.

“Interesting.” Cloudhawk felt it wash over him. It wasn’t just physical and energetic. Even the flows of space-time were hungrily eaten by the darkness.

Those outside only saw a perfect orb of darkness, like a drop of ink. Inside, Cloudhawk felt like he was swimming in it. What’s more, there was a subtle but constant change. The area was shrinking. This shadowy world collapsed in on itself until it was no more than a meter in diameter, too small for even one person to fit in.

Had the Wastelands King already been flattened?

In fact, that was not the case. Rather, it was Pelagius’s power that shrank reality within the orb, creating a discrepancy between what one saw outside and what occurred within. If the orb shrank until it vanished, Cloudhawk would be caught within, forever locked in shadow.

Such was the governor’s power. So far, none had found a way to defeat it.

The orb grew smaller still. Only a handful of centimeters remained. But just as victory loomed, the space before Pelagius rippled. A hand shot forth and grabbed the governor like a vice.

Cloudhawk was too fast. Pelagius had no time to react as the Wastelands King slipped from another dimension, forcing him to take his place. Space rippled like a pond surface, and Stormford’s leader found himself immersed in his own darkness.

How?! Cloudhawk’s spatial powers were more incredible than Pelagius expected. Bruno’s skills were childlike in comparison. It was a moment of negligence, and Cloudhawk had capitalized on it perfectly.

“Fade!” He was forced to dispel his power lest he be devoured by it. Like boiling water, the darkness started to bubble away, but in the process, another voice issued a command.

“Return!”

Much to his shock and alarm, Pelagius watched the dispersing shadow freeze and then condense again. Somehow, Cloudhawk was able to wrest control from him. What horror! How did this monster’s mind and will end up reaching such a level?

Pelagius was forced to pour all of his strength into his relic. In response, the darkness began to swell again, only it was as though something outside was fighting it. It expanded inch by agonizing inch. Just a little more and the governor could break free…

A cold glint of steel flashed among the shadow, wreathed in purple lightning. With irresistible force, the darkness split and the attack found purchase on Pelagius’s body. Even if he’d had the time to summon a defense, it would have done him no good. Fulmulta’s governor was struck and thrown from the ring.

Cloudhawk had attacked only once.

Confused looks were passed among the onlookers. Their exchange had lasted maybe five seconds. It ended so quickly! Pelagius couldn’t even bring his full power to bear against this creature, much less defeat him. Another loss, more absolute than either of the ones before.

The people of Stormford were speechless. Their very best were brought low with naked ruthlessness. It was only conceivable because they’d witnessed it with their own eyes.


49 / Whereabouts


Cloudhawk’s dominance over governor Pelagius was absolute.

No fancy tricks, no mighty displays. Those who watched didn’t even see how he’d managed it. No wonder this foreign leader was able to defeat four gods.

“Governor Pelagius let me win.”

The older man regarded Cloudhawk with a strange expression on his face, but said nothing. Unlike the others, he had felt the might of his opponent. He wasn’t merely beaten by Cloudhawk. The two weren’t even on the same level.

He’d done it without relics. Or, more precisely, he was the relic. With nothing but his mind, he was able to manipulate flows of energy for attack and defense. This fact was terrifying to him, even more frightening than the scope of his power alone.

Never before this moment had the governor seen someone use these sorts of attacks without a relic. Wasn’t it true even the gods needed those tools? He understood now why he was chosen as the Demon King’s successor. He saw how this man had the courage to stand against the gods.

Relics were technology gifted by the gods. Was it not a laughable concept that humans should try to use those tools against the ones who built them? Trying to raze Mount Sumeru with the dregs of its own technology was an impossible feat.

That was what made Cloudhawk so different. If there was any human with a shred of hope of overcoming the gods, it was this man.

“Does anyone else want to try their luck?”

No one spoke up. As Cloudhawk looked over the crowd, they shuffled their feet and averted their eyes. They weren’t stupid. It wasn’t that they feared defeat. There was a difference between defeat and abuse.

“This is all you got and you thought you could conquer Skycloud?” Dawn couldn’t hold her tongue any longer. “Let me tell you, where I’m from, we have more powerful warriors than you can count. What you see here is only a fraction!”

Bruno frowned. He could attest to her claim. The Avatar wasn’t here, nor were the Cloud God, Wolfblade, or any of the others. For all its pomp and sophistication, Stormford’s armies were feeble.

Cloudhawk’s reason for this display was to make everyone understand this. He wanted them to recognize Skycloud’s strength. It was an effective means of establishing control as well as a way of probing how strong Stormford was.

The realm’s very best were represented by Governor Pelagius, High Priest Gorman, Commander-General Charon, and Master Demon Hunter Bruno. Each was skilled and capable in his own way, and properly utilized, they would be of great help in the coming war.

“If no one else is interested, then I think we’re done here.” Cloudhawk stopped Dawn from any more cheerleading. “I came to Stormford for a specific reason.”

At last, to the heart of the matter.

“May we ask what that reason is?” Gorman asked.

“Belial – Demon Elder of the Tenth Seal – has been living among you for at least a century. He’s gone into hiding. I don’t know where. We’ve come here to find him.”

Astonishment was his answer. What? A demon elder, living among them for over a hundred years? Not even the realm’s leaders had been aware.

Legends claimed that there were a hundred demon elders, the strongest of their race. Any demon was a powerful creature, but elders were a cut above. Especially those in the top ten Seals. They were the heart of their people, even mightier than Supremes. Where they walked, the earth trembled.

Such a monster lurked among them? No wonder Cloudhawk had come personally. No ordinary human would be able to face this danger. After all, the demon elder was likely more of a threat than the gods Cloudhawk had already faced.

He explained the situation to his new allies. “Belial concealed himself as a human and has been hiding in your cities. I have reason to believe he was here for a reason. Something in or around Stormford caught his attention, so this is the place to begin our search.”

Cloudhawk didn’t share everything he knew. Belial had potentially scoured the realm for centuries. Why? Because he was searching for the seed. The artisan chose to settle here during his search, switching identities every few decades but never leaving. The only explanation for why he would stay for so long was that the object of his search was close.

“After hundreds of years, it would be foolish to think Belial didn’t muster up some support here. We can assume there are some people in power throughout the realm that were put there by the demon.” Cloudhawk paused again to look over the crowd. “Probably even here.”

Governor Pelagius seized on his point. “Not to worry. Now that we are aware, there is a way to smoke them out. Give me two days and I will find Belial’s henchmen. The elder cannot hide for long.”

Cloudhawk was confident in the governor’s abilities to do as he claimed. Pelagius turned to an aide and issued several commands, too low for anyone to hear. Intelligence agents were dispatched and given free rein to learn all they could about the demon and his supporters. However cunning Belial was, he could not have lived in Stormford for so long without leaving some trace. Whatever eyes and ears he left behind would be sussed out and pressed for information.

Cloudhawk, meanwhile, made his own arrangements.

The next day, he and Dawn attended a reception banquet at the city’s capital. Fulmulta’s rebellious elements had been purged by Gorman and Charon, so Cloudhawk did not fear an uprising from those around him. Diehard supporters of the gods were now smoldering skeletons, among the ashes of the coals that claimed their lives.

Change was irreversible. It was not known whether Cloudhawk would be able to actually defeat Sumeru, but one thing was certain: When the war came, without allies, this city that had known a thousand years of peace would be ground to dust. Their only hope was to take refuge with the wastelanders.

During the festivities, Cloudhawk took the chance to meet with other important members of the realm. He determined who would be reliable or useful, and those that could be trained. Indeed, the people who came to these sorts of events were rarely ordinary folk.

For instance, in attendance were the Mighty Ten, as well as military leaders.

Cloudhawk didn’t trust Gorman or Pelagius, at least not completely. He didn’t even fully trust Bruno. If he cultivated good relationships with others, he could train them to take the reins of power and consolidate his control.

Once the grand banquet was over, Dawn and Cloudhawk left to wander some of the streets. Night had fallen, and the sky was a carpet of twinkling stars. It was the kind of quiet that made one forget the chaos of the times.

“You might have it hard in the days to come.” Cloudhawk walked by Dawn’s side with his hands clasped behind his back. “You are my spokeswoman. You have to be responsible for solidifying our relationship with Stormford and the other realms. The gods are coming soon. I can feel it. If we’re still scattered like sand when they arrive, then we’re all dead.”

Dawn never refused an assignment from Cloudhawk. She had readily agreed to join him on this journey, but she had to ask a question. “Hey Cloudhawk, how long do you think this fight will last?”

He glanced her way. “What? Are we losing faith?”

“I don’t know.” She looked up at the stars overhead. “Maybe just a little tired. Where’d we get such shit luck, huh? If we’d been born fifty years ago, none of this would have been our problem.”

Cloudhawk followed her gaze up towards the twinkling expanse. He didn’t know how to answer her. No one had an answer for fate.

Dawn sighed. “When all the fighting’s done, we should find somewhere quiet. Spend our days in peace, you, me, and Selene.”

That certainly took him by surprise.

Cloudhawk had recognized that there had been a shift in things between Dawn and Selene. Before, when the two ladies met, it was a good day if they didn’t come to blows. Had they come to some kind of accord? He wasn’t sure whether he should be happy or terrified.

A voice interrupted them from down the street. “Our agents found something.”

One surprise followed another. Had they uncovered the demon’s spies so quickly?

Governor Pelagius had found Cloudhawk to deliver the news personally. “Belial has lived in our realm for a long time. We found traces of his presence in many cities, where he smuggled a number of weapons and relics. Many important families and local officials have been implicated. They were well-hidden, but Belial’s sudden disappearance made them easier to uncover.”

“Were you able to find out anything about where he is or what he’s doing?”

“According to our sources, Belial frequented the Cursed Desert to the west,” Pelagius replied. “He often traveled with a group. As for his current location, or more about this group, that’s where our intelligence is lacking. Shall I send men to find out?”

Cloudhawk shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. You’ve learned enough.”

Sending anyone but Cloudhawk to hunt the demon was a death sentence. He would deal with this himself.


50 / The Cursed Desert


A thousand kilometers from Stormford’s western mountain range was a vast desert.

While it may not have been the largest desert, it was certainly one of the most dangerous. It had no proper name. For more than a thousand years, those exiled from the Elysian lands were exiled to this inhospitable place where grass did not grow and even the birds loathed to visit.

From time to time, beasts from elsewhere also moved into the territory. But whether from Stormford or somewhere else, very few managed to survive. Over time, the nameless expanse was given a new moniker – The Cursed Desert.

It was a thousand kilometers in all directions. An endless stretch of danger and hostility. Some remote areas had consistent signs of life, but they were also the most unforgiving. Of course, the more brutal the environment, the crueler the creatures that survived within it.

As for people? Who in their right mind wanted to live in such a place? Only the crazy – but these were crazy times. There was no shortage of people out of their right mind. At least as far as Jara1 was concerned, this group was fucking nuts.

Three days ago, they’d appeared in the desert and presented themselves before him. For a pretty penny, they convinced him to lead them into the desert in search of an old legend. The oasis Kesjir2.

The name was a holdover from an ancient local language and meant “the forgotten paradise.” Even in the no man’s land that was the Cursed Desert, it was reputed that a place of unmatched beauty existed. Of course, reaching this hidden gem was costly, and entering was even more so.

Jara was a simple wastelander traveler. For years, he had traveled the sands, looking for a place to settle. While he knew the path to Kesjir, he never tried to make the journey himself. A man of his mediocre talents would never be welcome.

Today, the rolling dunes were marred by a string of black figures. As they picked their way across the sands, Jara looked over his clients. They were all dressed in dark cloaks and hardly spoke. Their leader walked around with his hood lowered, revealing shoulder-length black hair. Whipping sands were strong enough to mar steel but did nothing to this stranger’s handsome features.

There was something extraordinary about his looks and temperament. He was oddly… perfect. But also kind of an asshole.

All kinds of horrible creatures lived in this awful place. One was a scorpion twice the size of a camel with a carapace as strong as iron. Their pincers could crush tanks. These monsters were a plague and one of the most dangerous things they could encounter.

Unfortunately for them, they ran into such a beast on their first night of the journey.

Even now, days later, Jara had a hard time getting it out of his head. The young stranger cast out a flame with a flick of his wrist, and all of a sudden, the scorpion was a column of fire. There wasn’t anything left of it when the eerie green light finally extinguished.

With power like that, they had to have come from the legendary Elysian lands!

Jara’s ancestors had been exiled from there. He’d never seen them himself, but he’d heard stories. For years, he’d wandered the Cursed Desert and saw all sorts of powerful beings – but nothing like this guy.

He couldn’t really be called crazy like the others, and yet… what other reason could there be for him to have come to this hellhole? What was so bad about the Elysian realms where they could have anything they wanted?

There was only one thing that made sense to Jara. The hidden treasure.

Old legends claimed that in the deepest parts of the desert, where it was most dangerous, lay an unimaginable hoard of riches. It was said that whoever found it would be granted eternal life and limitless power.

Such a tale was the only thing that could attract a man like this. But when Jara thought about their destination, it filled him with disquiet. It was too far, too dangerous. While he couldn’t pretend it wasn’t enticing, the desert was home to ten times as many horrors as legendary treasures.

The damn place was called the Cursed Desert, after all. It earned the name from the numberless terrible things waiting for unsuspecting victims.

His thoughts were interrupted when the young man named Cloudhawk asked him a question. “How much longer?”

“Well boss, following this path, it should take us three days and three nights to reach Kesjir. We’re likely to pass a number of monster lairs as we go, so we should keep a sharp eye.”

Jara clung to the back of a camel as they forged ahead through biting winds. It got so bad that a man couldn’t tell north from south. But Jara was born with a keen sense of direction that helped him survive out here. Yet despite his skills, the deeper they went, the more uncomfortable he became. They were crossing territory he’d never been to before.

It was noon, and the sunlight bit like daggers. It baked the sands, and even the swirling wind warbled unsettlingly. Sands were scalding hot as they spun through eddies, making the environment unbearable.

Jara felt like the heat was burning away the oxygen. Every breath was like smoldering sandpaper in his throat. Without water, even someone like him who had been born out here would perish in less than a day.

Were they really going forward? His resolve was starting to waver.

“Where we’re going, I’ve only ever heard people talk about. Never been myself. I don’t know what we’re in for, see-“

“It doesn’t matter. Don’t worry. Nothing we run into will be a problem.” The young man cut him off with an easy smile. It was incredible and unsettling how calm he was as they picked their way through the hellscape. After a moment, he went on. “But three days is too long. We need to speed this up.”

Jara gulped back his shock. They were already taking the fastest route, and three days was a conservative estimate. If they encountered monsters or sandstorms along the way – or gods forbid they got lost – it wouldn’t be unthinkable for the journey to last ten days. Then they’d really be in trouble.

In silence, they crept to the crest of the nearest sand dune. Jara paused to look out in all directions – a subconscious gesture. He wasn’t looking for anything in particular. There wasn’t anything to see but rolling waves of sand that stretched out forever. It made one wonder if it was all there ever was.

But… something was different. Even with his excellent eyesight, Jara could just barely make it out. Out there, just at the limits of his vision was a dark green line. It was so far and so thin that he figured it had to be a mirage, but as he fixed on it, he figured it had to be real. Several days’ journey would bring them to it.

“There, at last!”

Cloudhawk cast his eyes towards the horizon. His sight was ten times more powerful than the wastelander’s, so he could see it clearly. That thin green line was actually a mountain range. The legendary Kesjir had to be somewhere within.

It wasn’t going to be easy to find.

The stories said the sky over Kesjir was shrouded in sand, making it impossible to see from above. There was some strange force shielding it from detection and prevented even relics from pointing the way.

Cloudhawk was left with no other method but this one, as simple and crude as it was. Eliciting the local Jara, the hope was that they could find this secret paradise in a few short days. He turned his head and called over his shoulder.

“Abaddon, handle this.”

A croaky, rasping laughter answered as the hooded companion reached out.

Jara had paid close attention to this particularly towering member of the party. He was wrapped in robes that covered every part of him, but his height alone was enough to prove he wasn’t an ordinary man. Most likely, he was some kind of mutant.

But when Abaddon reached out, he saw his hand peek from the sleeve. It was encased in a hideous sort of armor that clung to him like a second skin, made from a sort of material he’d never seen before. He was definitely no average mutant!

Just then, a sensation he couldn’t quite place wafted through him. The dunes melted beneath their feet and re-formed into an enormous golem. It plucked itself from the ground as though awakening from a deep slumber. The travelers clung to its shoulders.

This thing was huge! At least two hundred meters tall. The body was made of constantly flowing sand like some kind of nightmarish demon. It took five minutes for the thing to rise to full height.

Jara and his camel were scared out of their minds. This was like something out of a dream!

During this time, Abaddon had merged with the golem. Using it like a pack animal, it carried the others towards the distant mountains. At first, its gait was slow, but it slowly picked up speed until they were soaring across the desert, crossing four to five hundred meters per stride!

Only once they’d covered a huge distance did Jara find his voice. “You… w-what are you trying to do?!”

“Take Kesjir, of course.”

Cloudhawk’s flippant response shook the local to his core. This group had traveled thousands of kilometers to come and capture the hidden paradise? There were just four of them!



1 Jara means “rock rose”, apparently. Seemed appropriate for a presumably good-hearted man of the desert.
2 The characters are nonsense as it’s meant to be phonetic – Ke Sa Ji Er.

51 / Ant Soldiers


Standing on the shoulders of a sand giant as it charged across the desert was certainly a… unique experience.

The beast continued to pick up speed, and the earth shook beneath its feet. With a dominating presence, energy poured off the behemoth as it ran. In its wake, a huge dust storm formed. And that was not all. Gusts of grit gathered together into an army of smaller golems that ran with their towering general.

Abaddon was a mighty demon. Although he did not have the title of elder, his powers could not be discounted. He was a level above human Master Demon Hunters, especially when in his preferred environment. He summoned an army to fight for them as the small group bore down on Kesjir.

They were coming prepared because Cloudhawk knew what they were walking into. Kesjir was Belial’s stronghold.

In order to more efficiently search for the divine seed left by the gods, Belial had built himself a secret crew. With the sandstorm concealing Kesjir under his control, the demon expertly manipulated it to allow only his airships to pass. In this way, step by step, his posse grew.

Over centuries, Belial forged all sorts of channels through Stormford’s society. He used them to siphon materials from the Elysian land which he used to create relics. These relics he used in his own defense and also to create his secret desert paradise.

The demons’ greatest artisan was not a title lightly given.

Belial wasn’t at the peak of the elder hierarchy, but he was in the top ten. He earned that place with not just his combat prowess but also with his many other skills. His valuable abilities went far beyond what typical elders could provide.

His aid was worth more than an entire army. If Cloudhawk wanted to smoke him out of his hole, then he had to take Kesjir.

But Belial was as strong as a Supreme, maybe even stronger. Cloudhawk had to be wary. If even the slightest opportunity was given to this crafty devil, he would flee. Time was of the essence.

The Kesjir oasis was nestled in mountainous terrain. Nothing about it caught the eye: From a distance, up close, and from above, it looked like any other stretch of mountains. However, hidden in the valleys and below were fertile lands, fed by clean rivers. So though it seemed as barren as anywhere else on the surface, closer inspection revealed ribbons of vibrant, vital green. It was surely the product of Belial’s work.

All manner of dangers were littered near Kesjir. Their dramatic approach was sure to capture the attention of deadly beasts, and indeed, whirlpools began to appear in the desert sands nearby. Creatures drilled to the surface before the sand giant.

Jara was already so frightened by this situation that his legs could hardly move. When he saw the whirlpools, however, his breath caught in his throat. “Fuck! Sand demons!”

All the monsters in this area had been brought here by Belial, handpicked for being the more ferocious fiends of the desert. They already possessed terrible strength, and the demon Elder further enhanced their bodies to give them all sorts of extra abilities.

These were not typical mutant creatures. They had become what old legends called the demons of the sands.

A four-headed snake wrapped in black fog appeared in the behemoth’s path. Harsh sun glinted off scales with a metallic luster. This king of beasts had its teeth and skull altered.

“Arrghho! Hassss!” The four heads roared, and each one spat a different projectile. Fire, acid, poison, lightning. A storm of different powers was belched at the sand giant. Under the formidable attack, a fifth of Abaddon’s sandy shell was destroyed.

However, the behemoth was not a living creature and could not be so easily destroyed. No matter how many times it was blasted apart, whipping sands made it whole. Although the four-headed beast was strong, it did not possess the ability to stop the giant.

However, more creatures were burrowing to the surface. Giant scorpions, skittering ants. There was no way of telling what other nightmares lurked beneath the surface.

Belial had modified them all. They no longer needed food or water and gained sustenance through other means. This stopped them from killing each other for survival. Judging by the extent of these mutations, Belial had a terrifying talent for genetics. But war had come to his doorstep, and he would have to leave his mountain stronghold eventually.

Cloudhawk drew Godslayer and, with one swipe, carved across ten thousand meters of desert. The brilliant burst of power whistled across the landscape like an unstoppable tornado. The four-headed snake was caught in its path and torn to pieces, falling in bloody chunks like rain.

Jara was dumbstruck. That… that was no earthly power!

Cloudhawk called out over the roar of the storm. “Belial! Show yourself! You can’t hide any longer!”

There was no answer from Kesjir. Meanwhile, more and more creatures closed in from all sides. Endless attacks of all sorts tried to slow their advance. In response, the behemoth formed a sword of yellow grit two hundred meters high and hacked it towards the swarm. Ignoring the encroaching attacks, Abaddon slammed into them.

Wherever they passed, a deluge of innards and shattered carapace was left behind. With its two sandy hands on its blade, the giant swung with wild abandon while closing in on the mountains. SLAM! The weapon struck a protective enchantment barring passage into Kesjir. The field shimmered but did not give. A demon elder’s defenses were strong. Abaddon alone couldn’t open a path.

They were being overwhelmed by creatures, each wave stronger than the last. A bird wreathed in lava swooped down from above, the air around it hot enough to melt steel. Seething talons were aimed at the giant.

It was Frost de Winter who responded. Ashfall appeared from within his cloak, and he leaped into the air. He thrust out with his right arm, and the bird reeled back with a spear in its chest.

A burst of energy followed. The dripping fires around the creature’s body withered as though someone had poured a bucket over it. Ice appeared on its surface and crept across the body as, with a lamenting cry, it fell towards the ground. When it struck, the bird shattered into countless chunks of ice.

Back atop the behemoth, Autumn put her flute to her mouth and summoned a tune. It tolled in the minds of the creature like a deafening call.

All around, the beasts froze in place. Autumn’s power reined them in like a giant hand holding them fast. However, she found that she could not dominate them entirely. They were already under the yoke of another.

“The demon elder refuses to open the door for us, eh?” Cloudhawk shouted the challenge towards the mountains and got silence in response.

Abaddon, piloting the behemoth from within, continued to hack at the enchantment with its sword. Each blow was enough to cleave mountains, and with each came a storm of sand. The protective light was quickly dimming.

At this rate, it would only be a matter of time before they broke through. But what if their target got away? Belial had tampered with the flows of space here, preventing Cloudhawk from teleporting inside. A direct assault was their best bet.

“Abaddon, Frost, Autumn – if we strike together, we can break the shield down.”

Individually, the four commanded frightening power. Together, they were the stuff of nightmares. Nothing could stand in their way. Belial’s strength was limited, no matter how mighty his tools. So, with a deafening roar, a breach was carved in the enchantment.

Cloudhawk and his party forced their way into Kesjir. The moment they stepped foot within, countless dark figures began to approach. Surprise crept into the wastelander’s face when he saw them. Were they..? Yes. Ants! Thousands upon thousands of them.

Each one was as big as a horse and was covered in thick plates of dark red. They covered the mountain sides like an avalanche. Some even had creatures clinging to their backs – no, not creatures, humans!

Ant… soldiers?

Cloudhawk looked out over the siege but could find no sign of Belial.


52 / The Eternal


The world was big, and its denizens were varied.

Beast Riders were not uncommon in the wastes. Lizards and leopards were just the beginning; rats, snakes, eagles – all were relatively common. Now, though, it seemed ant-riders were added to the list!

A whole army of them! How had they managed to domesticate these insects?

The ants alone numbered in the tens of thousands, with thousands more bearing riders. The ant soldiers rode insects the size of warhorses and carried weird hooked poles. Their left hands were all covered in gauntlets that tickled Cloudhawk’s sixth sense. He told his companions to be wary.

Ants continued to pour out from the valleys around them. It was impossible to know if there were thousands more just beneath their feet, ready to strike.

It was all a matter of scale. Even the most insignificant thing could be as deadly as a panther when blown up to monstrous proportions. These ants were covered in chitinous armor stronger than iron, and their legs were like steel rods. An awful chittering sound followed them as the pincers around their maws snapped. The ax-like mandibles could bite through armor.

Ants were low-grade insects ordinarily, but these had evolved keen sight and extrasensory perception. They even had rudimentary intelligence, so they were smart enough not to funnel in one by one. Instead, they surrounded Cloudhawk and waited for the right time to strike.

They were almost ready. Cloudhawk’s pupils contracted, and there was a flash of red within. His mental energy was released, infecting the ants with fear and holding them temporarily at bay.

“We’re not here to fight. Get Belial out here.” The demon elder was their target. He didn’t want to waste time squishing pests. However, this welcoming committee was definitely under Belial’s control. A fight seemed inevitable.

Belial had spent the thousand years since the Great War wandering the earth. Centuries were spent sifting through Elysian lands and building his forces. Indeed, Cloudhawk and his companions were a rare class of fighters, but against a swarm of this size, there was still the chance they would be ripped apart. What’s more, the cunning elder was probably lurking somewhere nearby, waiting to strike.

Cloudhawk wasn’t foolish enough to underestimate Belial. Not Gehenna’s greatest artisan.

But just as things began to seem overwhelming, some of the ants parted. They cleared a route to allow one of their leaders to emerge.

This rider bore a long spear and sat upon a particularly imposing giant ant. It was then that Cloudhawk noted that the gear these riders wore was peculiar. They were covered from head to toe in gray cloth with their hoods raised. The rider’s face was also veiled so that the only thing Cloudhawk could see was his red eyes.

Strange. How could they tolerate the heat in those robes?

All of the riders were dressed the same: wrapped in gray with concealing masks, gauntlets on their left hands, and hooked spears clutched in their right. They reminded him of wizards he read about in old books.

A strange guttural sound emerged from the leader’s throat, like rough leather rubbing together. Cloudhawk paused… It seemed this “wizard” was speaking, or trying to. Had they lost use of their vocal cords?

To him, the sounds this creature made were meaningless. But that wasn’t so outside his experience – some mutants were so deformed that they couldn’t use their throats or mouths and had to adapt. So did that mean these riders were mutants? Was this some sort of tribe?

It was clear that there was no way to understand what this rider was trying to communicate. Without another sound, the wizard pulled forth a pitch-black dagger.

Was he preparing to strike? Cloudhawk was ready, but in a surprise turn, the wizard flipped the dagger around and plunged it into his own chest. He forced the dark steel in, centimeter by centimeter until it was buried up to the hilt.

Coudhawk wasn’t sure how to react. This idiot didn’t have to kill himself because they couldn’t talk!

But there was no sign from the man that he was in pain. There was no reaction at all. It was as though it wasn’t a body the dagger pierced, and in fact, there was no blood leaking from the wound. Rather, a thick black smoke poured forth and began to congeal.

A few moments later, the wound closed up. This strange wizard was unharmed. Even his robes were intact. Returning the dagger to his waist, the rider continued to make rasping noises at Cloudhawk and then… bowed? Like he was entreating him.

“I know what they are.” Jara spoke up with a hesitant, quavering voice. “They are the Eternal! Creatures that live forever! The legends are true...”

However, something was bothering Autumn, making her ill-at-ease. She held tightly to her flute, ready to unleash the Shepherd God’s power at a moment’s notice to control the ants. Frost and Abaddon could deal with the riders.

As for Cloudhawk? He needed to conserve his strength! Only his spatial abilities could ensure a safe escape if they needed it. Furthermore, he was the only one who could defeat Belial.

The Eternal’s superhuman regenerative abilities meant this conflict would be much harder than originally thought. It wasn’t even certain if blowing them to pieces would keep them down.

Slowly, the leader raised his staff. The other riders reacted to this signal… by stepping aside. A long passage was formed through the swarm, which took Cloudhawk and the others by surprise. Their intention had been to storm this stronghold, but instead of fighting back, these natives offered no resistance. They were letting them pass. What did it mean? Cloudhawk looked over his shoulder at the others and shrugged. They would deal with things as they occurred.

They followed the passage towards a cave.

Kesjir’s cave system dug into solid rock, likely created by the ants themselves with their mighty jaws and powerful acids. Below was a maze-like network that was heavily traversed by the insects. They could jump out from the many exits to attack intruders.

Only this time, they didn’t. The ant riders, brandishing their hooked spears, kept the unbridled insects at bay. A kind of energy was released by the spears that allowed them to control the ants and prevent them from attacking.

They were some sort of relic. It was how these wizard-like natives were able to live and thrive here. Cloudhawk guessed the gauntlets on their left hands were offensive relics, but he also felt a resonance from the body of these beings as well.

He suspected Belial had done something to them, changed these people in some way. It was where their strange power came from. The way the smoke had appeared… it reminded him of Blackfiend the Undying.

Cloudhawk imagined there was much about these wizards that was similar to Blackfiend. Had they been turned into immortal fiends by Belial, like Skycloud’s Seraphs? If that was the case, then a thousand of them would be a formidable threat.

Worry could be heard in Autumn’s voice. “If we follow them in there, are we walking into a trap? Remember, these people belong to the demon.”

“Don’t worry. I don’t think they’ll pull any tricks. Actually, I think they want to help,” Cloudhawk mused. “I’ve been testing this place’s enchantments. It’s more like a cage, stopping people from coming in but also keeping the Eternal from going out.”

Autumn understood. These folk were prisoners. And as they all mulled over the implications, a scene unfolded before them.


53 / The Secret Beneath the Sand


A wide open space stretched out before them.

How to describe it? It was like a huge underground public square, but inside was an enormous creature. Cavernous passageways led out in many directions like blood vessels, and the entire thing undulated with a steady beat. The scene was both puzzling and incredible.

Thousands of ants shuffled in and out of the passageways.

Like lowly laborers, they used their powerful jaws to move hunks of shining material or carried other things on their backs. They made sure that systems providing food, water, heat, and so forth all functioned properly in this underground chamber.

Cloudhawk looked over the equipment and materials and found them strange. They were unlike any earthly factory, so he figured it had to involve godly and demonic tech. He even saw something like assembly lines where mass numbers of relics were being produced.

Kesjir was a manufacturing base. Over hundreds of years, Belial created these Eternals and used them to control the ants. Indirectly, he controlled a massive labor force that he kept busy day and night. All towards some unknown, nefarious purpose.

Two Eternals approached, flanking an old man with a long white beard. Cloudhawk was surprised to encounter an ordinary human in this place.

He figured this poor soul had been captured from the Elysian lands and brought here. Or perhaps he was a traveler that had found his own way to Kesjir. Whatever the case, Cloudhawk saw the fear on his face as the Eternal leader rasped something in his direction.

The old man looked at his escort, then towards the newcomers. It was then that Cloudhawk understood – this man was their translator. So he wasted no time. “Please tell me, what’s going on here?”

“They… they are the Eternal, changed by our master.”

Cloudhawk’s assumptions were proven correct. The Eternal were modified people, given immortality in much the same way as fiends. What made them different was that they maintained their own will and intelligence, unlike Blackfiend, which only acted when given a command.

“What do they want from me?” He asked the question because it was clear that these guys wouldn’t have brought him here for no reason. Either they wanted something from him, or they wanted to help him accomplish something. The latter was more likely. If it was the former, they would have just tried to take it – the Eternal were two thousand strong, and Cloudhawk’s party was just four people.

The leader responded in that guttural rasp. The old man heard something that turned his face sour. Then, in halting tones, he relayed the message. “T-they… they want fr-freedom. Liberation. To take… take the master’s black heart for their own.”

That took Cloudhawk by surprise. “Freedom? Black heart? I don’t understand.”

The old man explained, “The Black Heart is a treasure that controls the Eternal. So long as the master holds it, they cannot leave. They will live forever in his service.”

Cloudhawk pressed for more. “Aren’t they afraid I will be their new master if I take the Heart? Or use it to kill them?”

“The Eternal do not fear death. After the master changed them, they were given bodies that don’t age or decay. But they lost much in exchange.” The old man’s voice shook as he went on. “Like all feelings, full consciousness. They cannot taste alcohol or enjoy fine foods. They can’t feel the wind on their flesh or the warmth of the sun. The only thing left to them is the desire for freedom.”

It was a surprising revelation for Cloudhawk, but he understood. Although their eternal life seemed like a boon, it was actually a curse. When they lost the ability to feel, they lost their souls. Every day, they endured cold, pain, and servitude with no end in sight.

Fine wines, delicious food, warm women, soft beds… these simple treasures had been stolen from them. Their creator – the demon elder Belial – compelled their obedience with this Black Heart. For centuries, they’d been locked in this hell of endless servitude.

What they suffered went far beyond torment. They were desperate for liberation.

They had no way to rise up against the demon, no way to steal the Heart for themselves. So they searched for help, but all who found their way to Kesjir were too weak. Useless.

Cloudhawk, though. He and his crew were different. He was the only hope they’d found for a long time.

As for whether Cloudhawk would use the Heart himself, they hadn’t given that much thought. So long as they could leave this prison, even if they were destroyed right after, it would still be a sort of freedom.

Was this what everlasting life really meant? What was the point if this was the cost?

He had to ask himself, though, if what they were telling him was the truth. But after a moment, he realized it didn’t matter. If they weren’t going to get in his way, then Cloudhawk was just happy to save his strength. If they were willing to help him bring Belial down, then he didn’t care what their motivations were.

Cloudhawk told his guide, Jara, to remain here. He then gathered more information from the Eternals.

The base was constructed two hundred years ago for a singular purpose: So that Belial could collect cursed spar from underground.

What was cursed spar? It was the best kept secret of the Cursed Desert!

Thousands of meters beneath the sands, veins of the stuff slithered through the earth. It wasn’t clear how these massive crystals were formed, but they were big and were spread all across the desert.

Strong as drill tips and as thick as a man, they were called cursed spar because they could only be found beneath the Cursed Desert. The crystals were unique in that they continued to grow bigger and stronger with time.

The Cursed Desert’s sand ran deep, and it was not a good environment for excavation. Only the mountains had a solid enough foundation for Belial to dig out tunnels. It was for this reason that he brought the Eternal to Kesjir, eliminated the natives, and then built this place over the span of two hundred years. He began to mine the Spar and used it for energy to keep Kespir running.

All the ants and Eternal were Belial’s labor force. The undying humanoids in particular were useful servants. The oldest among them had served Belial for hundreds of years.

“What do you say?”

Cloudhawk shared a wordless look with his companions. With a hissing chuckle, Abaddon spoke up.

“What they call cursed spar is what we call ‘Source,’ the material needed to make new gods and demons. If it’s growing beneath the desert, then the seed must be nearby.”

“Source?” Cloudhawk asked. “What is it?”

The demon’s red eyes flickered. “I know only a little on the subject. After all, there is no Source in Gehenna.”

Cloudhawk frowned. Was this rat bastard hiding something from him? But whether he was or not, since they were here, he might as well learn more.

Cloudhawk turned back to the Eternal’s leader. “We came here to find Belial. Take us to him. I’ll get the Black Heart for you.”

They couldn’t stand around and let the Elder of the Tenth Seal slip away. He might not want to get involved in the coming war, but he had skills Cloudhawk needed. Being the best artisan of his race, escape would not be so easy. What Belial wanted was irrelevant.

There was also another matter. He wanted to find proof that the gods were a threat to humanity. The answers to everything were buried beneath his feet. Cloudhawk just needed to dig it out.


54 / Crystal Spirits


“Here?”

Cloudhawk was led to a huge passage barred by a set of gates. It delved deep into the earth, and at the far end, he could make out the faintest bit of light.

Husk1, the leader of the Eternal, gave an affirmative nod. Belial was down there, but what he was up to was a mystery.

The Eternal explained that they could only lead him here. No further help was possible. So long as Belial held the Black Heart, they had neither the courage nor the power to rise against him. The foul relic had the power to override their thoughts and turn them into mindless, ever-living zombies.

What’s more, the Heart could compel them to act on his command. They could be a hundred times stronger than they were now and it would mean nothing in the face of the demon. Below, where other defenses lay, the Eternal would be more of a detriment to Cloudhawk than a boon.

After some thought, Cloudhawk saw the logic. It wasn’t a problem because he had no choice. Despite the dangers, he knew what he had to do.

“We’ll figure it out as we go along. Let’s head in.”

He and his crew stepped into the tunnel and made their way deeper into the earth.

By the time they reached the distant light, they discovered that it wasn’t an exit but an entrance. Cloudhawk had used a significant amount of time and resources carving into this crystal and had created a fissure. It was insignificant to the crystal as a whole, but it was plenty large enough to allow passage.

The Eternal claimed this crystal had formed over thousands of years. In that time, it had continued to grow until it spread out all through the desert. With time, it would continue to spread and grow firmer until it was hundreds of kilometers wide – all one solid piece.

It was a strange formation. Who had ever seen a single crystal that was a hundred kilometers in diameter? Something that large couldn’t be called a crystal anymore. It was like its own small planet. The purity of it was also infinitely close to perfect. It was dense and uniformly shaped, like a work of art.

Without a doubt, something this flawless was not natural. It had to be a cover for the gods’ secret base here on earth. The seed they left behind. Could this massive crystal be the ship that would eventually burst from the ground? The whole thing stank of divinity!

But as Cloudhawk thought about it, he second-guessed the theory. When he thought back to the memories from the crystal, he remembered that the ships they sent to the planets each looked like a single drop of water.

Those teardrop-like spacecraft were simple, no more than a thousand meters long, and seemed more liquid than crystal. This stuff in front of them was different. It was much, much larger. What’s more, it was packed with more energy than Cloudhawk could believe.

It was even more condensed than eboncrys. The black crystals they used for energy grew from the energy of the universe. They were a strong driving force for production and could improve the destructive power of whatever it joined with. It’d become the core driving his Alliance’s progress.

Both cursed spar and eboncrys were crystals formed from energy. Eboncrys, in a way, was just a more efficient type of coal, albeit with more condensed energy. This so-called cursed spar was different. All the energy it contained was virtually incorporeal, meaning that even if it were released all at once, it wouldn’t have much of an effect on its surroundings. It couldn’t be used to power a factory or strengthen weapons.

The power inside cursed spar was mental energy.

Mental energy wasn’t measured by physics or biology. It was a higher form of energy that didn’t directly interact with the physical world. What it could do was reach into the deeper parts of matter and change its fundamental resonance. It affected and adjusted things on a quantum level.

That was how a demon hunter’s power worked. In other words, cursed spar was mental power in highly condensed form. If Cloudhawk gathered all the demon hunters of Skycloud, the sum of their mental strength wouldn’t add up to one one-thousandth of this crystal. If all of this crystal’s power was released, it might not offer much in the way of energy, but the mental storm would be apocalyptic.

Spectacular!

Cloudhawk led the way. Frost, Autumn, and Abaddon followed. All at once, it was as though they had stepped into a dream. The crystal was similar to ice in how light warped through it, only it clung to the surface like a halo.

“Careful. Something’s not right.”

Cloudhawk felt something drawing him. It was like his soul was trying to leave his body and be devoured by the crystals. Powerful mental energy thrummed all around them, so dense that it was overwhelming his mind and blunting his danger sense.

“Cloudhawk, are these crystals and the spirit orbs the same?”

Autumn asked the question, and it made sense that she would make this connection. In one of the worlds Cloudhawk traveled to, they found those spirit creatures whose essence contracted into a spirit orb when they were destroyed. They were the same, dense collections of mental energy.

He’d worked closely with Autumn and the Shepherd God, using these crystals to enhance his power and even affixed them to relics he created. Autumn immediately made the connection based on this experience. And she was right – the similarities were striking.

It would take all of the Elysian lands hundreds of years to mine all this crystal. The value was incalculable. After all, mental energy could do anything! It could change matter to suit the wielder’s desires.

An example that perhaps didn’t do it justice was to call this crystal a universal voucher. You wanted water? Done. Soil? Easy. Gold? More than you can use in a matter of minutes. Food? There at your fingertips.

There simply was no way to put a price on a crystal this size. If this could all be excavated, then all the desires of every living thing on this planet could be realized. The discovery of this crystal was of huge importance and had many implications.

“Yeah, more or less. But there is a difference,” Cloudhawk revealed. “I can feel that there’s something else in these crystals other than mental energy. I can’t tell what exactly, yet. We’ll have to take some back with us and examine it more closely.”

This place had to have some connection to the divine seed. According to Abaddon, they called it Source. Cursed spar was what the locals called it, but its true name was “The Source of Gods and Demons.” Source crystals. They were the embryos from which those mighty creatures were conceived.

“We’re under attack!”

The warning came from Frost, who was bringing up the rear of their party. All of a sudden, Cloudhawk felt a shift in the air as a number of black shapes closed in. Somehow, they’d managed to surround them without him noticing.

What the fuck? Did Belial set up an ambush?

Cloudhawk raised his left arm, and a shield of white light was summoned. The attackers crashed against it, then shattered as though they were made of smoke.

“Strange,” Autumn whispered. “They aren’t real!”

As she made the observation, they watched the smoke get sucked into the surrounding crystal. It used the spirit power of the crystals to re-form their bodies.

Abaddon waved his hand, and a volley of sand arrows formed. However, when they struck the crystal surface, they left only tiny scratches a few centimeters deep. Meanwhile, the creatures within could move through the space at will.

This was a problem. The crystals were as hard as diamond. Since their attackers weren’t wholly physical, they could move through the crystal surface without issue. The space within the Source was their world, and they could lash out at them as they pleased without fear of reprisal.

A few moments later, they could see more of these black shapes hiding within the walls.

Suddenly, Cloudhawk and his allies found themselves neck-deep in trouble. They were in enemy territory with no way to fight back. Even Cloudhawk with all his strength couldn’t destroy the crystals and get to the smoke.

“This is a problem,” hissed Abaddon. “We appear to be surrounded.”

Autumn couldn’t shake the burning fear that the Eternal had led them into a deathtrap.



1 His name is “black husk”, but I dropped the black. Husk is plenty descriptive.

55 / Source


Figures began to emerge from the crystals. While the Source was as hard as diamonds for Cloudhawk’s people, to these spirits, it was as malleable as water.

Once they exited the crystals, their spectral bodies began to give off light. It was the condensation of powerful energy, enough to harm physical matter. Like swords, they lashed out at the intruders. No fancy skills, no special abilities – just pure and brutal energy delivered with incredible speed.

Crack-crack-crack! Cloudhawk’s shield was subjected to a flurry of blows. Thankfully, these monsters had no intelligence to speak of. They threw themselves at Cloudhawk without any tricks, but their attacks came quickly, almost one on top of the next. It was becoming troublesome.

What were these things? Cloudhawk glanced into the crystals, narrowing his eyes for a better look and then suddenly freezing in place. Whatever was locked in those crystals was humanoid. Some of them were so blurry that he could only make out the outlines, but others he could almost make out clothing, and for a handful, even features were visible.

People. They were people. More specifically, demon hunters.

They stared with empty eyes and slack expressions. Judging by their clothes, they came from various eras and Elysian lands. The only similarity was that they were all demon hunters, and capable ones at that.

“These are spirits!”

Cloudhawk hardly believed he was saying it. Could these be the same sort of spirits he first saw on the spore planet? Spirits – ghosts – were special entities that were created with the help of circumstance and environment. Naturally created ones were exceedingly rare, and those that did emerge lasted only a short time.

“Look at their clothes. Demon hunters from the Elysian lands.” As Autumn spoke, she was able to make out family crests emblazoned on their clothes. There were even a few Cloude and Polaris family members. “They didn’t come from this area. They were brought here and locked in the crystals.”

Demon hunters from all across the world… how could this happen to them?

Surely it would have drawn attention if all these demon hunters went missing. Someone would have demanded a search. Of course, they would have come home empty-handed, but to appear all the way out here as spirits in a cursed desert? It seemed unlikely.

Stranger still, there had never been news of demon hunter disappearances. There had to be thousands of bodies in the crystals, and that’s just what they saw now. What else would they find as they pushed further in?

Demon hunters were heroes of their realms, warriors of awakened psychic power. Thousands of them – whatever the realm – were of huge worth. It stood to reason that so many being stolen and turned to spirits would leave some sort of trace.

A troubling thought leaped to the front of Cloudhawk’s mind. It fixed its hooks into him, and he couldn’t shake it. “They’re corpses.”

Frost and Autumn weren’t sure what he was getting at. Yet before he could elaborate, Cloudhawk’s mind was wracked with stabbing pain. His defenses faltered, and several of the spirits managed to slip through.

Autumn reacted quickly, lashing out with an incisive light. The spirits were cut apart, and she raced to Cloudhawk’s side to help him fall back.

“Cover us!”

Abaddon raised his arm and summoned sand from thin air. They coalesced into a barrier, replacing Cloudhawk’s barrier. For the moment, the spirits couldn’t break through.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk felt like someone was driving a knife into his brain. Flashes of visions, memories, flooded his mind. Were these from the Demon King? In the space of a moment, he understood.

“I get it. Over a thousand years, there are more dead than living. More dead demon hunters than breathing ones.” He stopped for a minute to get his bearings. “In every Elysian land, there is one common thing they always say. When you die, your spirit is given to Mount Sumeru!”1

He was right. Elysian lands could be very different, but in death, all were said to serve the gods eternally. So long as their faith was strong and their abilities were recognized, death just represented shedding one’s mortal body and ascending to the gods’ side.

This wasn’t just some platitude. These were real souls!

Spirits were a special kind of energy that made up one’s essence. The soul is what allowed humans to cultivate and improve their mental power. As one's spirit strengthened, so did one’s psychic abilities.

At birth, the spirit was weak, undetectable by any instrument, and it disappeared when the body failed. One’s soul dissipated out into the universe, only to be gathered again in the form of a new soul when a new life took shape.

What the gods did was create a place for these souls to live in so that they never dissipated. But that home wasn’t Mount Sumeru. It was Source. The question as to why these crystals existed was closely tied to the human denizens of the planet!

Gods destroyed planets. Tilled the soil to create Elysian lands. Cultivated humans. How was this any different from planting, say, an orchard of apple trees? When seedlings grew into mighty trees, they bore fruit until they eventually stopped. But even without its apples, the tree was valuable. At the very least, its wood was fuel.

The six Elysian lands were nothing but huge energy factories. When people died, their spirits were captured and brought here. For those of a certain strength, their mental prowess joined with their spirit. Condensed psychic energy, over time, crystallized to form Source.

Over so many years, billions of human souls were collected. The spiritual energy of millions of mighty demon hunters was gathered. This was the result. This was the fruit of their labor.

“Are you ok?” Autumn asked.

The pain had subsided, but Cloudhawk’s expression was dismal. “I understand everything. I know why the gods came here. I know why the population withers and eventually dies.”

Human spirits were a recyclable but non-renewable resource. The gods were after not just this spiritual energy, but psychic energy as well. The former allowed them to replenish their race, while mental energy gave them a huge source of power.

Converting lowly creatures like humans was no easy feat. When a human died, their spirit still retained a measure of the thoughts and feelings it had in life. If there was any resistance to godly dominance, then the crystals never formed. It required unfaltering obeisance.

What, then, was the most effective way to maximize production? Simple, establish a religion and get these stupid monkeys to worship you. Once that foundation of belief was settled, then humans would happily give themselves up as fuel. As of today, untold millions had done just that – potentially billions of souls robbed and millions of demon hunters transformed.

That’s what this giant crystal represented. And it would have continued until the entire species faded away if no one had stood up.

In a few thousand years, people would begin to find reproduction rates quickly declining. Those children that were born would have weaker wills so that even though their bodies were strong, their minds would not grow.

As fertility rates declined, populations would collapse until the species became extinct. Gods would take all the billions of souls they siphoned and use them to build more gods. After their memories were formatted, the gods would move on to the next planet to continue the cycle of eternal consumption.

“They keep coming. I cannot hold.”

Cracks were forming in Abaddon’s sand shield. Angry spirits were attacking from all directions.

Frost brandished Ashfall and cut down the shadows that slipped through. “They don’t seem to think. They just attack anything that gets close. There should be a way to avoid them.”

Cloudhawk brought his mind back to the present. With a flick of his wrist, he cast out the Cube, and reality was split into boxes. Like interspatial building blocks, they created a barrier around Cloudhawk’s crew.

Mindlessly, the spirits flung themselves into the pocket dimension. Trapped within, they were no longer a threat. Dealing with the things was easy. It was like opening a bag and just letting flies wander in on their own.

“Let’s go!”

Cloudhawk gathered up his power, extended it around the others, and teleported them through the tunnel. He ignored the countless spirits that emerge to thwart them in a headlong rush to the crystal’s heart. His goal was already achieved – this place would prove what future the gods had in store for mankind, but it wasn’t enough.

He had to stop Belial.



1 Tipsy indeed hinted at this a long, long, long time ago with an offhand comment about spirits and Mount Sumeru.

56 / The Elder Encounter


Belial possessed over one thousand and four hundred years of memories and countless experiences. Never had he felt so ill-at-ease. He was running out of time. The base he’d striven so long to build would be his tomb unless he escaped immediately.

Another war? Those fools in Gehenna! What makes you think you can defy destiny? You are all too stupid to recognize you’re just an aberrant offshoot. Mistakes! Your paltry numbers mean nothing against the gods.

Belial hissed the caustic thoughts to himself, but moreover, he felt that there was an even darker threat behind the gods. They were doomed. All of their sacrifices were in vain. Failure and destruction were their only future.

Winning free will had been so difficult. Why throw it away? Belial’s life was potentially limitless, and he had the skills to build almost anything. All the more reason to cherish his life. He would not follow some self-styled king like a moth to the flame. But he couldn’t fight back either. And so, before the looming shadow of dominance was cast over him, he had to run. Go far away where they would never find him.

Out among the stars. The endless, black ocean that was the universe. To some corner even the gods would never look, where the shadows didn’t reach. That would be his haven, but he knew the gods were close. His time was short.

Belial was still wrapped in his human skin, that of an old man. Though decrepit in appearance, it hid the demon’s true strength. Floating in the air, a dark power enveloped him, spreading out across the space and swallowing it up, as though the elder was the center of his own universe.

An orb of infinite mass hung before him like a ball of fire, rotating on an axis. This was a relic of Belial’s construction whose purpose was to gather up the spirits in nearby crystals. These unfortunate souls were dragged into the orb as though by cables, and though they tried desperately to escape, their struggles were in vain.

The wailing souls thrashed in a storm of energy, swallowed up as fuel for the dark flames. The orb continued to swell and grow hotter, but it was not a physical heat. It came from the intense, condensed mental energy.

Flows of psychic power reached from the fires to surround Belial. The elder transformed it into his own power, empowering his own substantial abilities ten times over. Even more frightening, the boost seemed permanent.

In front of Belial, several artifacts were frantically chipping through the crystals at five to six meters a second. Typically, he would not be so brazen, for the God King would know if one tried to drill into a Source core. Supremes on the planet would be made aware and would come to stop it.

Strong as Belial was, he was not strong enough to face five Supremes.

But things were different now. He knew the Demon King’s successor had defeated four of them, and the two gods that remained were in Cloudhawk’s service. None were left to stop him. Belial was, however, keenly aware that the Demon King’s successor would not just leave him be. He was left with no choice but to abandon caution and flee with as much haste as possible.

Ten Eternal flanked him as a contingent of guardians. These were true puppets, different from the others above ground. Each one had been carefully selected and strengthened by Belial, and their wills were entirely subjugated. What remained were powerful, utterly loyal guardians.

The elder looked at a small cage held by one of the Eternal. Within, a small golden bird fluttered and pecked, struggling for freedom. Light had begun to gather on its feathers.

He’s here.

This little bird had been dispatched to spy on him by the Demon King’s successor. When Belial spotted it, he laid a trap and captured the creature. But instead of destroying it, he kept the thing in a cage of his own making. Cloudhawk would be unable to sense his divine beast, but the bird could sense its master. Through their link, Belial was able to know when Cloudhawk drew near.

However, he did not think the bastard would come so quickly!

It didn’t matter. Everything was prepared.

The Soul Furnace he created continued to devour the spirits nearby, further bolstering his strength. Even if his foe was the Demon King’s successor, Belial now had the power to fight back.

As though on cue, the air warped nearby, and four figures emerged. They stood a few dozen meters away, encased in a strange power that segmented reality into blocks. It filled the space with waves of potent spatial energy.

“Elder Belial, we meet again.”

“I see you fail to keep your promises, despite being the successor to the Demon King.”

“Do you think you can escape the gods using their own ship? That sort of plan hardly seems possible.” Cloudhawk was not shamed or angered by the demon’s accusation. Instead, he made his case. “Anyway, what made you think the new Demon King would be honest and upstanding? You’ll find that sometimes, I’m not so trustworthy.”

“You...” The demon’s human mask darkened into a scowl. There was no talking Cloudhawk down. All he could do was use his men to seal off the area and fight. He was confident this whelp couldn’t defeat him in his own territory.

Cloudhawk felt his surging power and warned the others. “He’s going to fight. Be careful.”

He wasn’t stupid enough to underestimate a demon elder.

Belial was part of the highest echelons of his race. Others might have more combat ability, but that just highlighted his other skills. No ordinary man or demon was his equal. To look down on the artisan meant death.

He remembered the fight between Judas and Arcturus in which the lesser elder forced Arcturus into a corner. A thousand years ago, he would not have dared to stand tall in the presence of Belial or Legion.

Right after Cloudhawk’s warning, Belial made his move.

His potent mental energies were released to take control of the Eternal. Their already empowered bodies grew stronger still as they launched towards Cloudhawk with surprising strength.

Abaddon reacted this time, flinging the Gospel of Sands out into the air. It burst apart and formed a barrier of sand. It was no ordinary wall, of course. Ten direct missile blasts wouldn’t be enough to break it down. However, it was as fragile as paper in the face of Belial’s puppets.

This took the lesser demon by surprise. “So strong?”

By the time the thought was formed, one of the puppets was before him. Its right arm re-formed into a sword, but Abaddon used a blade of sand to deflect it. A second Eternal half a step behind closed in to attack. This one came slicing towards his head.

It struck!

Suddenly, Abaddon’s form exploded into a barrage of yellow arrows. The two Eternal were peppered by them, leaving gaping wounds. In the instant before being hit, Abaddon had replaced himself with a sand copy so he could retreat. Once struck, it exploded like a grenade.

But although an ordinary living thing would have been slain outright, it did nothing to the Eternal. Those pieces of them that were shot through regenerated in a matter of seconds. They just continued their assault.

Frost moved in between to intercept, but even at his current strength, he could only handle two or three at a time and only for a little while. The power of these things seemed endless, but Frost could tire. Undying, untiring, they would eventually overcome the decidedly mortal Frost.

Belial, meanwhile, did not engage. He manipulated his puppets to keep Cloudhawk and the others busy. Empowered by his strength, they were more than enough to keep his foes locked down.

Indeed, the Demon King’s successor was not weak, but he was not strong enough. He was not even a tenth of his predecessor.

This being in the case, here within Belial’s stronghold, how could he gain the upper hand? Were it not for his fear of Legion, the elder would have slain Cloudhawk at the first opportunity.

Do what you like and I will handle my own business! Why drag me under the waves you make? I will suffer your meddling no longer!

So be it. Despite his fear of Legion and desire to avoid irritating the elder, it was time to take more drastic measures.


57 / Core Space


Belial tugged his invisible threads that were controlling the Eternal. They lurched towards Cloudhawk, attacking the intruders with lethal intent.

Four at once went after the Demon King’s successor. Their arms re-formed into solid black spikes that they flung towards their quarry. On the surface, they didn’t seem to be formed of energy but of darkness, like all the shadow of the world gathered together.

Their strikes were strong enough to drill through mountains.

Cloudhawk’s cloak shifted as if blown by a nonexistent breeze as power coursed through him. A wave of pale white power emerged, shoving everything away on all sides. Those dark spikes ground to a halt, hung in the air for two seconds, and then began to dissolve inch-by-inch. What remained were clouds of black particles.

Four spikes had been caught in the blast. The others, instead of dissolving, released beams of light protecting them from Cloudhawk’s ire.

Next, his arms reached out. From within Cloudhawk’s sleeves came two, four, eight, ten streams of silver light. Silver Serpents, dashing across the room like greased lightning. If time froze at that moment, the liquid steel of them would be revealed, and they would portend death.

Woosh, woosh, woosh!

The Silver Serpents instantly shot through the puppets, at least four or five each. The number Cloudhawk released kept increasing.

If the aim of Cloudhawk’s attack were just this, it would be ineffective. But rather than just a ripping attack, the Silver Serpents were vessels that injected the puppets with Castigation Fire. Everything they touched was infected with hungry green light.

The fires spread quickly. In a matter of seconds, the puppets were writhing masses of cracked skin, their insides turned to ash. Spurts of Castigation Fire belched from fissures in their skin, from their eyes and mouths, until they were naught but columns of flame.

Cloudhawk’s hellish fires did not extinguish. Through his powers, he ensured the victims continued to burn, heedless of their immortal bodies. Until his mental fortitude ran dry, these puppets would not be capable of fighting.

Belial looked on with a wooden expression. “Castigation Fire...”

The relic of a demon elder! In fact, the former owner of that power had a history with Belial.

Both were artisans and elders. However, Belial’s former colleague fell during the Great War. It was then that his Castigation Fire fell into the hands of humans. Now, after so long, his old friend’s relic was before him again. He could not help but feel the pang of yearning for those old days.

Belial steeled his resolve. That old friend was as stupid as all the others. Blindly, he followed the fallen Demon King, a choice that got him killed. He would not follow in the fool’s footsteps – and end up as just another meaningless sacrifice in someone else’s war.

Castigation Fire was troublesome. However, if you knew its secrets, the response was clear!

Belial breathed forth a torrent of pitch-black fire. It formed into smoldering orbs that then crashed into the bodies of the burning puppets. Two fires of opposing origins fought, weaving through the Eternal until eventually, it appeared that Belial’s power won. Castigation Fire withered and died within his guardians.

Moments later, the puppets were restored. Surging power sent them back into the fray as strong as ever. Their bottom halves were vortexes of energy, and their upper halves were a flurry of dark weapons. Abaddon, Frost, and Autumn put up a desperate resistance, each only able to handle two at a time.

To add to their intractability, the puppets fought under Belial’s guidance. They moved in and retreated together as a cohesive unit. Immortal bodies made them fearless in the face of attacks, and empowerment from the demon elder made them all the more brazen. The four intruders were quickly locked down.

Frost swung his spear around, whipping it through the puppets. His enemies took the strike, allowing the spear to run them through. Their dark powers held the weapon – and Frost – in place. They raised their black weapons to cut him down.

He was in danger of being beheaded, then – woosh! He thrust his left hand, and the spear released a thin gash of light. It fended off the deadly blow, giving him enough time to wrench his spear free. But as he was getting his footing, two more puppets moved in.

With a sword in his left hand and the spear in his right, he fought off their attacks. What he could not find was a way to fight back. Under their assault, his guard was slipping. The same scene was repeated near Abaddon. They were being overwhelmed, especially since Belial could coordinate his puppets against them.

The shrill tone of a flute filled the air. The Eternal froze as though caught in a mire.

In the same instant, vines appeared from the ether and formed a temporary barrier. For the moment, they had time to catch their breath.

This conflict far exceeded Autumn’s skill, so she allowed the Shepherd God to take control and flood her with power. However, the Shepherd God’s skills were in summoning, which were sadly not very useful here. Belial was a strong opponent, and his many relics gave him a tremendous advantage.

Once again, Belial sought to turn the tide. Another burst of dark fire exploded from him like a flood. As they washed over the Shepherd God’s vines, her summoned foliage was instantly reduced to ash. That inky darkness hung in the air for a moment, then formed into a roaring dragon.

This was not normal fire.

Cloudhawk could sense that this power was impossible to defeat directly, even by the likes of Castigation Fire. The only explanation was that it was a relic meant to protect against his green fires. Belial’s black counterpart had incredible destructive power and limitless energy. Cloudhawk feared the entire place would be swallowed up by it before long.

“Handle these things!” Cloudhawk shouted at the others.

Before his allies could react, he threw himself at Belial. Charging straight through the evil flames, he grabbed the demon elder by his arms and summoned his spatial powers.

It was a dangerous and foolish act, one Belial hadn’t been prepared for.

Cloudhawk’s teleportation skills were now almost instantaneous. Unless one avoided his touch, it was hard to interrupt him. By the time Belial realized what was happening, it was already too late. The landscape around him shifted from a cramped tunnel to another place peppered with crystals.

Cloudhawk’s strategy was simple: teleport Belial away from where he was strongest. Hopefully, it would break his hold over the Eternal puppets, leaving them with only their own powers to rely on. Things would go much smoother for Autumn and the others.

As for this guy, Cloudhawk would deal with him alone.

But to his surprise, Belial was not upset at being forcibly removed from the crystal. Instead, his face lit up. “This is it! It’s here!”

What the fuck is he so thrilled about?

Belial had thought he would have to dig for many more days before reaching the center, but Cloudhawk had brought him directly to the core of the Source. In trying to defeat him, the Demon King’s successor had delivered him to what he wanted!

Here they stood, at the heart of what the gods left behind. All the crystals around it formed later. Whatever the gods had left behind, buried under the earth, surely had to be right here.


58 / The Metallic Divine Tree


After teleporting Belial away from his allies, Cloudhawk looked around at their new surroundings. A shocking scene presented itself.

It was very different from the jungle planet’s divine factory. It was likely that the Demon King had adjusted it somehow for his own purposes after it had been abandoned. This place, however, was still true to its original construction.

If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, Cloudhawk would hardly have believed it was real. Non-standard buildings built in odd shapes hung suspended in the air. There were no underground volcanoes or harsh environments. In fact, it was calm and safe.

A strange and beautiful building was in the center. Unlike the other minimalist structures, this one looked like a tree. Its surface was composed of a metallic substance that flowed like water. Its exterior was like colored glaze, but it had the mass and sheen of metal. Its roots burrowed deep into the ground, and its branches spread upward to encompass half the space.

Whatever this tree was, it was in operation. Six huge rings surrounded it, spinning quickly. They seemed to be drawing energy from the surrounding space before disseminating it through the tree itself.

This whole space was created by the tree.

Beneath the jungle planet, Cloudhawk hadn’t seen anything this beautiful or complete. He could tell by the energy it released that the tree was central to everything. Perhaps, he thought, the six rings surrounding it represented the six Elysian realms.

Indeed, he saw differences. One ring was inert, another slow and dim. The four remaining spun easily and burned with light. If he had to guess, the motionless ring probably represented the Shepherd God’s long-fallen realm. Meadow’s enchantments had failed, and its population was in decline. Faith was no longer widespread. As such, no more souls were provided, so the ring was quiet.

As for the dimmer ring? That one had to belong to Skycloud. After years of turmoil and tragedy, the faith of Skycloud’s citizens had been shaken. It did not provide the same energy it once did, but there were still many who believed in the gods. For now at least, it provided some energy to the tree.

The remaining four rings glowed brightly. Dragenmere, Praelius, Stormford, Highmorn. The four Elysian realms continued to provide energy for the tree and all the Source around it. This array ceaselessly gathered the souls and mental energy of fallen Elysians, resulting in the massive crystal all around them.

A billion people could live for a century off the Source that had formed by now. Food, energy, anything they needed could be provided by this strange power. If the gods were to arrive today, they would already have a huge surplus in relation to what they left behind.

But, there was no ship! Cloudhawk found it strange. Where did that droplet-shaped vessel go after it crashed on earth? Could it have transformed itself into the tree?

No ship, but when Cloudhawk looked closer, he did see something else. Among the liquid boughs of the tree, he could see small things darting around. They were like tadpoles, racing through the structure to a central point.

Cloudhawk looked at the elder. “Belial, your expectations have failed you. No ships, no portals. No way for you to escape.”

Belial’s face was as dark as ocean waters. According to the information he’d gathered, there had to be a way to escape this planet here. He still had faith. Escape was near. He only needed to uncover it. But first, this troublesome human had to be dealt with. Without a word, the elder rolled up his sleeves and prepared to fight.

“Hey now, cool it. There’s no use fighting me.”

The time for bullshit was over. In the demon’s right hand, a ball of black fire sprang to life. In his right, he summoned a burning sword of onyx. Thrusting it forward, fires as choking as a waterfall belched forth and enveloped Cloudhawk.

Belial was not a typical foe. Even under normal circumstances, Cloudhawk would not have a major advantage. Worse still, the demon had found a way to enhance his abilities, strengthening every attack considerably.

But if he couldn’t block it directly, what was stopping Cloudhawk from dodging?

The Demon King’s successor was not some foolish upstart, young and inexperienced. He didn’t know much about Belial’s powers, but he did know his talent. As an artisan, the elder would have all manner of relics and could access the benefits they provided. Until he knew more, he had to be careful.

Their arena was a unique one. The crystallized mental power that surrounded them worked like spirit beads, but there was an important distinction. Source was not pure. It was a mixture of psychic energy and human souls. Mankind had no way to tap into it.

Belial, on the other hand, had created a special relic furnace. The furnace swallowed the surrounding energies and converted it into a usable form. The demon was the only one who could refine Source into accessible mental power.

In other words, Belial’s power was limitless. He could fight until Cloudhawk was drained.

Belial held the trump card, so Cloudhawk wasn’t stupid enough to fight a war of attrition. He used his pure spatial powers to avoid the attacks because it was all he could do. If he couldn’t beat his enemy with brute force, perhaps he could win through agility.

One blast of fire after another seared through the chamber, but none found purchase. The elder paused, but only enough to gather his strength. The fires did not disperse but instead gathered into platforms like hellish lotus flowers.

Cloudhawk watched the strange scene as Belial used them to race across the chamber. As he renewed his assault, the flowers shot forth like fiery pythons. They wrapped around Belial protectively, capable of attacking whatever came near.

Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how to answer the new threat.

Meanwhile, Belial activated several more relics. From his back emerged huge dark wings that increased his speed a dozen fold. Ignoring Cloudhawk, who was frozen in a defensive position, he raced directly for the heart of the seed.

Cloudhawk thought to try and stop him, but he held back. He couldn’t stand in the demon’s way regardless, not in his state. But it didn’t matter.

The gods’ ship wasn’t here. Belial’s wishful thinking was doomed from the start. Instead of chasing him down, better to let the elder discover the truth for himself and let those hopes die.

Beneath the demon’s feet danced a dozen gouts of flame. A pair of enormous wings beat furiously, driving him forward. In his left hand, the dark furnace continued to spit power, while he wildly brandished his sword of flames in his right.

Like an avatar of destruction, he rose to the canopy of the divine tree. The power that poured off of him was stifling, unimaginable. This was the power of a demon elder – true and terrible strength. No one Cloudhawk had met so far – not Arcturus, Judas, or even Legion – could match Belial.

He knew it had to do with the artisan’s methods. Cloudhawk didn’t now know what strength Legion had possessed in his heyday, nor did he know the full extent of his own legendary predecessor, the Demon King.

Belial was at a loss. He was the greatest builder of his people, so he had a keen eye. This had to be the tool gods used to escape the planet, but he saw no indication this was true. How could that be? Was his intelligence so wrong?

He glared at the flowing metal structure. It was huge. There had to be some secret within. The gods left this behind, and sometime afterward, it took the shape of this tree. The liquid metal was its shell, strong and protective, but it was not impermeable to the demon elder.

Several metal discs appeared and descended upon the enchantment. They clung to the tree’s surface like a plaster. Belial activated his relic to make them fuse together and pull, forcing a gap open in the tree’s defenses.

Only just then, the earth shook ferociously as though wracked by an earthquake.

The entire chamber rattled as the tree recognized a threat. An imperious and domineering will invaded the minds of Belial and Cloudhawk.

“Intruders! Die!”


59 / Destruction


It should have been expected. The gods would not leave their future undefended.

The metallic surface of the tree began to swell in odd places. It was the tadpole-like things, which were also made of metal. They pushed out from the surface and whipped their tails at the intruder, Belial.

Cloudhawk and the demon both saw it. The creatures they saw as tadpoles were actually a sort of sack. Inside were shapes, humanoid outlines encased in divine armor. These were gods, fetal divinity growing within the tree.

Boom-boom-boom-boom!

Each one of the tails struck like a missile. Belial raised his hand to summon a shield, protecting himself from their ire. The intensity of it caused his shield to bow.

So many… there had to be hundreds of these sacks, and more were appearing every second. Each one of them was the beginning of a new god. Hundreds, maybe thousands of them from a single tree!

Even one god was trouble. They enjoyed limitless lifespans, tremendous power, and had a unified will. It was not surprising, then, that Cloudhawk had trouble believing so many could come from this tree. Was this how they multiplied? How many gods were there?

He could see that Belial was almost completely swallowed up by liquid metal. With speeds faster than the naked eye could follow, the tadpoles assailed his shield from all sides. Were it not for the perpetual influx of energy from his dark furnace, the elder’s defenses would have already failed.

The attack he faced was brutal and straightforward. They continuously launched kinetic blasts of energy, stolen from the power of the godly bodies contained inside. Cloudhawk saw it all from nearby, certain that these were real gods and not the lifeless armor he’d seen on the jungle planet. They released powerful mental attacks on top of the protective sacks’ own power.

However, they were still too underdeveloped to attack at full strength. They couldn’t use relics or fight their way out of the membranes, and so they fought from within.

Godly society was clear-cut. They were separated into the upper echelons and lesser gods. Supremes, the upper crust of their race, were elite leaders. Their appearance was rare, whereas lesser gods were the grunts. They were much greater in number, but weaker in strength.

Facing them now were the godly soldiers. They didn’t rise to the level of the Cloud or Light gods, much less Marshals like the Dragon and War gods. But that didn’t mean they weren’t trouble. Each was comparable to a weaker Master Demon Hunter.

Gods were born warriors. They possessed great mental strength and formidable defenses. With the wealth of knowledge that came from their unified society, even the strongest humans would be at a loss. Against hundreds or thousands of them, the fear was real.

Belial was on the back foot. He focused on keeping his defense engaged. Although the tadpoles were underdeveloped and couldn’t leave their tree, it didn’t mean they were weak. Under a concentrated and continuous attack, even someone as strong as Belial was at risk of collapse.

Crack! At last, it happened. After a thousand consecutive attacks, the elder’s shield failed. One of the tadpoles slipped through and darted towards Belial with the speed of a bullet. He summoned his mental power to create whirring black sickles, which carved the tadpole in half.

There was a crash. The sack sloughed to the ground and vomited forth the immature god. It struggled limply for a few moments, then grew still. Without the nourishment of the tree, the fetus quickly began to fade.

But, the tree reacted quickly. It sent out a tendril of liquid metal that scooped up the body and dragged it back inside. Once safely within the odd womb, its wounds healed, and the young god’s will reawakened.

Only by completely destroying the membrane and the god inside could you put it down for good!

At last, Belial understood that he couldn’t overcome this tree, not with all the fetal gods inside. It dawned on him that his desperate plan for escape had failed. There had never been any hope of success.

The attacks continued to grow in speed and savagery.

Even with his empowered abilities, Belial’s impermeable defense had faltered. It took only an instant for him to be struck several times, suffering a number of wounds. More of the tadpoles were closing in with every passing second, gathering together to form a liquid metal cage.

The demon elder couldn’t escape! Another wave of attacks resulted in the dark furnace being wrenched from his grasp and destroyed. Belial was helpless, but as the demon neared the precipice of destruction, Cloudhawk moved.

From the onset, Cloudhawk had hung back to watch the battle. He knew Belial was throwing himself into mortal danger, so helping at the beginning would only have doomed them both. Instead, he hid in interdimensional space and observed, waiting for the right moment when the tadpoles were all distracted by Belial.

Now, he knew the opportunity had come.

He could sense the composition of this divine tree, an enormous divine forge that built new additions to their race. Leaping from between dimensions, he appeared at the foot of the great tree with Godslayer in hand. Cloudhawk reared back and hacked it at the structure.

For an instant, the tadpoles froze. They recognized the danger almost immediately, however, and swung around to meet it.

By then, Cloudhawk had already appeared in the center of the tree. With another swing of his arm, Godslayer released a blast of black-purple lightning into the core. It filled the space and ruined everything it came in contact with.

Belial, from the corner of his eye, watched him act. Inwardly, he screamed. Bastard! He’s trying to destroy the tree!

He knew that the tree was indeed the godly ship, only changed. If it was destroyed, he truly would have no hope of escaping this doomed planet!

Hundreds of tadpoles streamed towards the center of the tree, trying to kill Cloudhawk before he could do any more damage.

But Cloudhawk was not Belial. He could be wherever he wished. Every few seconds, he blinked from existence and appeared somewhere else, each time cutting apart another swath of the tree. Godslayer left terrible destruction in its wake.

At last, the tree released an eerie, shrill sound, like the final gasp of some terrible beast. It collapsed in on itself, forming a lake of flashing metallic liquid. A grotesque rain of embryonic gods fell without the tree to support them.


60 / Dialogue From a Thousand Years Ago


When the tree focused all its might on Belial, Cloudhawk struck. He destroyed it from the inside with vicious lightning, turning the magnificent tree into a puddle of liquid metal. The mystical effects it once possessed were gone forever.

The many membranous creatures that lived inside of it had also perished.

Tadpole sacks burst open, becoming part of the mercury-like substance they came from and raining down through the chamber like a glittering rain. Aborted gods that were within hit the lake surface with sickening impacts. The entire scene was as astounding as it was grotesque. Unforgettable.

It wasn’t clear whether the silver fluid was harmful.

To be careful, Cloudhawk deployed his shield. Droplets of liquid metal plinked off his defenses and pooled around his feet. With his sword slung over one shoulder and the white light around him, Cloudhawk sauntered over to one of the bodies. First, he prodded it with his foot, then gave it a quick poke with the sword.

Well, looks like they’re dead.

He was at last able to lower his guard. Hundreds or a thousand gods – fully formed or not – would have been too much for him to handle. That threat appeared to be gone.

A quick flash of his sword and one of the armor casings cracked open!

Cloudhawk hacked again and again before the crab-like protective shell was removed. At last, the real form of the gods was revealed.

“What? Humans?”

What lay inside the armor was the body of someone that looked a lot like Cloudhawk, only two and a half meters tall and radiating a gentle light. He had no hair or even pores, so the skin was a perfect jade-like texture. But still, he was decidedly human in appearance.

It was hard to understand. These “gods” didn’t seem so different. For a wastelander like him, he’d see all sorts of hideous things. For example, half-human things that dug through the earth and flew through the skies. A bald man, from the point of view of an ordinary person, gave the impression of strength and not any sort of illness.

Why were the gods so human-like? It didn’t match with what he’d seen before!

Cloudhawk’s pupils contracted, and his vision, like x-ray beams, bore into the corpse. The latter’s organs had crystallized, and the stagnant fluid in his veins was the same liquid metal that was all around them. So while the features were human, it was clear that their internal organs were much different.

Cloudhawk straightened, rubbing his jaw. “I see…”

Could it be that all the gods were thus remodeled like his friend here? What they looked like on the outside wasn’t important. Any race could be altered to become a “god”. But the question remained: Where did this race originally come from?

It wasn’t a “chicken or egg” question. Transformation was not evolution, and something didn’t come from nothing. It was deliberate. The gods didn’t just appear from a stone somewhere. Something as perfect as the body of a god had to have come from some complicated system. But what force led to their original creation?

As Cloudhawk was lost in thought, he felt a malicious presence come up behind him. Belial was so full of rage that his eyes were bloodshot. Rings of black flame swirled around him, forming a storm of sizzling sickles. Without a word, he hacked at the hateful human that had stolen his freedom.

He lashed out in a wave of fury. Hundreds of flaming bites roared towards his enemy.

This old bastard doesn’t know when to quit! Cloudhawk didn’t dodge. He wasn’t worried. Without the dark furnace, Belial didn’t have the endless mental reserves he had before. Thus, he watched the elder come without a hint of fear and with a glint of silver in his left eye.

A large swath of the chamber had become a tempest of fire. The swirling black blades moved on erratic trajectories, but Cloudhawk saw where they would all end up.

If he was determined to be so stubborn, what choice did Cloudhawk have? He’d have to teach him a lesson.

A plain sword wrapped in hideous purple lightning lashed out!

In the same instant, Belial activated the power of several more relics, all of which Cloudhawk saw with his Eye of Time. With Immortal Godslayer in hand, he deflected them with little effort.

Belial was unable to claim the treasure he’d searched so long to find, but he did not possess a strong desire to fight any longer. Although the two combatants were close enough in strength, the elder had already lost his will. What’s more, Cloudhawk’s mystical eye negated whatever advantage Belial possessed with his many relics.

Several dozen clashes followed. Belial was slowly losing ground.

Cloudhawk suddenly called out to him. “Elder Belial, haven’t you realized that you can’t escape the gods on your own? You know there’s only one person on this planet that can help you get what you want.”

His words gave Belial pause. He understood the human’s point. You want to escape the encroaching battle? You want to leave this planet? With no way to get his hands on a spacecraft, the only one who could do what he wanted was Cloudhawk.

He had a talent no one else possessed. With the power and knowledge of the former Demon King, Cloudhawk could fold space and step onto other worlds on a whim. The phase stone allowed him to travel as he pleased to any place his predecessor had visited.

These other planets were far, far away from this doomed world. But to Cloudhawk, it was like stepping into the next room. In other words, he was the key to escaping this tomb. He was perhaps the only one with the power. Even if the gods scoured the galaxy looking for defectors, finding any would be difficult.

Yes. Although Belial was loath to admit it, Cloudhawk was the final life raft he could cling to. He didn’t want to die, and if he wanted to survive, he had to accept Cloudhawk’s help.

But that help wouldn’t come for free. In accepting, he would inevitably be drawn into this new war in which the only outcome he could imagine was death. There was no solution. The end seemed written no matter which way he turned.

During Belial’s moment of reflection, Cloudhawk drove Godslayer through his wreath of flames. With an opening revealed, he kicked the demon elder squarely in the chest. He was about to follow up by trapping him in the subspace cube when he noticed a change. Cracks appeared all over Belial’s form, scrawling across him until he exploded!

Wholly exploded!

But in the midst of his shock, Cloudhawk’s keen eyes saw the pieces begin to reassemble. A hulking figure encased in dark armor was revealed. The elder’s true demon form. Wings as black as pitch extended from behind his shoulder blades, beating the air threateningly.

Cloudhawk scowled, cursing the monster’s stubborn nature.

Only before they could proceed, the situation changed again. From overhead, the rain of silvery metal continued to rain down, filling the chamber. The lake it created rippled slightly as the fluid all gathered towards a central point. It formed into a sort of screen.

Both Cloudhawk and Belial fixed their attention on it. What strange thing was this? A trap left behind by the gods?

Sounds emerged from the screen. It was both tiny and obscured. “Hello Cloudhawk, we finally meet.”

Cloudhawk was dumbstruck. The stranger was certainly polite, but how did he know his name?

Belial blanched. “The God King!”

Their ultimate enemy. It knew! It was poised to act! Their time had run out! Belial could feel the God King’s power accumulating around them. Soon, their lives would be forfeit.

A metallic light extended from the screen. Like a spear, it pierced through Belial’s defenses and into his body. It ran him through and into the sturdy crystals beyond.

What? Just one blow? He’s a demon elder! Cloudhawk was still frozen in place when the voice sounded again, this time clearer.

“I think you and I should have a conversation.”

The Demon King’s successor scowled. “You’re the God King?”

From the screen came a response. “I am responsible for maintaining order in this galaxy, so I wear many names. God King is one of them. Don’t worry, we are a millennium apart. This is a message I am leaving you from a thousand years in your past.”

“You saw me a thousand years ago?” he asked.

“Indeed. I foresaw your arrival here and heard everything you said.” The screen began to shift, revealing a figure within the liquid metal. The being looked at Cloudhawk through the mirror. “I am able to extend myself from my time to yours so we can speak.”

Cloudhawk’s face grew pale. He was face-to-face with the God King from a thousand years ago. A thousand years! Back when the God King came here to defeat his demonic counterpart.

Everyone knew the result of the Great War all those years ago. When the Demon King was defeated, the God King left this planet under the watchful eyes of the Supremes. Meanwhile, the demons skittered into hiding, awaiting the day they might rise again. What they could not know was that the God King had seen it all – a thousand years in the future, this young human would rise.

So here they were, engrossed in a conversation a thousand years in the making. The God King had crossed generations to strike out against the demon elder, Belial. Once again, Cloudhawk was shown that the God King’s power was far greater than he ever imagined.


61 / Dominance From the Past


Cloudhawk had stolen a fraction of the God King’s power through the Eye of Time. However, with the full breadth of his power, he could only see an hour into the future. What’s more, merely trying risked serious injury. He could also see clearly an hour into the past, but that appeared to be the limit of what mortals could accomplish.

Seeing what this being was capable of… it was beyond all of Cloudhawk’s abilities to comprehend. The God King was able to have a talk with him from a thousand years in the past. At the same moment, he defeated Belial with a single attack. There was no way to describe it other than surreal.

No wonder the Demon King lost. The powers of space transcended location, but the powers of time had no restrictions. There was no question which one was stronger.

Cloudhawk got his shock under control. There was no way around it. This was happening. He gritted his teeth and resolved to face whatever came. “What is there for us to talk about?”

“Heh… although this is our first meeting, I have always known about you.” The God King’s voice was calm. It did not sound particularly imperious or powerful. “You may not know it, but you are very special.”

A strange feeling crept into Cloudhawk’s chest. It came with a thought. Was this creature really the king of the gods? He’d encountered a handful of gods so far and knew something about their way of thinking. They were emotionally indifferent, unified in thought and highly evolved in all aspects.

In many aspects, godly society could be likened to that of ants. But gods were only gods when they were part of the whole. When one attained individuality, it was no longer considered “godly.”

That was the dooming quality that made them demons.

Already in their brief exchange, Cloudhawk knew this one was different. In terms of mannerisms and speech, the greatest of the gods sounded… ordinary. He could even hear the emotion in its voice. Nothing about the God King was like any of the other gods Cloudhawk had known.

“I know I’m special,” Cloudhawk replied.

“No. You were never told what truly makes you special.” The God King stood on the other side of the mirror, its eyes piercing the veil of a thousand years to peer into Cloudhawk’s own. “This universe, with its countless wills and manifestations, has been searching for you over many eons. So many millions of civilizations have been birthed and faded into obscurity, until at last, your very specific union of talent and blood appeared. Your existence will shape the next cosmic era. That is why the Demon King chose you.”

Cloudhawk was nothing but a speck in the eternal blackness that was the cosmos. When had he become so special? Special enough, the God King claimed, to shape the whole universe.

What was it trying to tell him? It was bullshit. Cloudhawk was no scholar, but he did know that their planet was one small marble among an infinite number. Humanity was just another civilization existing in the blink of a cosmic eye. In a word, insignificant. Cloudhawk was fully aware of this fact.

He didn’t believe it, but he felt a small tinge of pride at being so praised by a creature like the God King. After all, its will spanned a thousand years and defeated Belial with a thought.

“Did you think that the Demon King was the leader of the rebels? That Legion is a selfless guide? Your predecessor is the true old guard, sworn to stubborn ancient ways. He attempts to gain immortality through you. He cares nothing for the universal order or its destruction. And Legion? A vile thief, nothing more. A clown who aches for center stage.”

Cloudhawk’s brows furrowed. What was this creature telling him?

“Cloudhawk, your existence cannot be allowed. But nor was it an accident.”

As these words hung between them, a string of thoughts rushed through his mind. The God King’s words were pregnant with meaning. Was this all meant to be some campy reveal? That the Demon King had been the villain this whole time? That the God King was the savior of order?

What a fucking joke.

What was the point? Were they supposed to shake hands, forgive and forget? Horseshit, Cloudhawk didn’t believe it for a second.

“Now let me see how much you’ve grown.” As it spoke, the God King extended a finger towards the mirror. That bitter sense of danger washed over Cloudhawk, and he knew the being was about to attack,

BOOM!

A burst of power that defied logic filled the chamber.

Cloudhawk reacted, having learned by watching Belial’s misfortune. In an instant, he teleported two hundred meters away while activating several dozen of his defensive relics. Over it all was his repulsion field.

A moment later, a surge of energy burst from the mirror. It tore right through Cloudhawk’s defenses, even the field. All of a sudden, he found himself engulfed in a storm from which he could not escape. Godslayer released thousands of lightning bolts to try and keep the attack at bay.

The two powers clashed. For a moment, they were locked in a violent stalemate. But it was clear right away that a vast gulf existed between them. Cloudhawk was nowhere near the God King’s level.

From a thousand years in the past, the God King attacked Cloudhawk. Even though he was defending himself in the current time, the power of the god from a thousand years ago still had the upper hand. There was no question who the weaker of the two was.

Cloudhawk’s mental powers were waning quickly. The God King’s powers should be draining faster, but it was Cloudhawk who was reaching the point of collapse first. For ten minutes, the deadlock persisted, a war between lightning and pure energy that warped space around them. It brought Cloudhawk back to his early days against Arcturus Cloude and how helpless he felt.

It was laughable to think he could stand against the God King! He was outmatched. It was suicide!

When the God King came to his planet, would there even be a need to fight? This monster could end him with a wave of his hand. With his ability to see through time, Cloudhawk didn’t have a chance.

From the corner of his eye, Cloudhawk saw cracks beginning to appear in the mirror. There were limits to what the God King could accomplish from a thousand years ago. Its deluge of power was too great for the mirror to support. Once it shattered, the attack would cease.

Cloudhawk dug deep, releasing even more of his strength. Fire burned behind his eyes as his psychic energy was summoned forth. At last, the lightning broke past the storm of energy and spread through the chamber, disintegrating the manifestation of the God King’s power.

The mirror was a collection of fragments now, loosely held together.

“I have given you sufficient time to grow.” There was disappointment in its voice. “Unfortunately, this is all you can show me? There is no need to keep you.”

The God King reached out with both hands.

Around Cloudhawk, the lake of liquid metal started to seethe. It gathered into six large orbs that were the focus of the God King’s power. With incredible speed, they shot towards Cloudhawk. He reacted by calling on Godslayer’s lightning, tearing into the orbs one by one.

However, they just drank up the lightning without issue. Like a clay ox thrown into the sea, the power dissolved into nothing.

A silver fist launched from an orb. Crashing into Cloudhawk’s body, the impact was deafening and bone-shattering. He staggered backward, only regaining his balance after a dozen steps. By then, the orbs had surrounded him. What seemed like hundreds of those fists came crashing down like machine-gun fire. In their wake, reality warped, and Cloudhawk struggled to hold on.

Cloudhawk felt like a frail child being attacked by an army of burly men. Only his god-like constitution and defensive relics kept him alive.

A hundred strikes. A thousand. Ten thousand! A hundred thousand. A million!

Cloudhawk lost count of how many blows he’d suffered. All he could do was defend himself, instinctively wrapping himself in what mental power he could summon. He was like a fragile leaf being battered by a hurricane, at risk of being torn apart at any second.

Now he understood how insignificant he was in the face of his enemy. He was completely overcome, unable to fight back. Cloudhawk had thought he’d become so strong, but it was shown that he was nothing in the face of the God King.

No. He couldn’t lose. If he failed, his entire species would be doomed to extinction. Every living thing on this planet would be erased by these so-called gods!

I can’t lose.

I CAN’T LOSE!

Cloudhawk let his anger and despair empower him, releasing his potential. Like crackling arrows, the lightning reached out, destroying a large number of the encroaching fists. But just this small victory cost him, for a bone-deep fatigue washed through Cloudhawk’s body.

Darkness came and swallowed him up. Unconsciousness. If the God King attacked now, there was no one to save him.

Yet in a stroke of fortune, the mirror reached its breaking point. The God King’s power was cut off, though from across space and time, it still could peer upon Cloudhawk’s prone form.

“A little better than expected.” The cracks continued to spread across the mirror as the God King spoke, muttering to itself. “Pity. Not strong enough. How I wish you could live. How I wish you could defeat me instead of dying by my hand.”

His mournful words echoed through the chamber as the mirror finally broke apart.


62 / Doomsday Shift


Cloudhawk dreamed.

He saw visions of chaos and peculiarity.

He imagined himself as another species, living in a place of miracles and illusions. These creatures came to this dreamscape from other worlds, all possessing great mental powers. With a flick of their wrists, mountains rose and fell. With a thought, clouds parted and rain fell. All were like gods.

They were a miraculous people whose reach extended to the stars. With no limit to what they could accomplish, they built a vast cosmic empire.

Yet for reasons unknown, this great society that had lasted for countless generations fell into decline. For all the pride they had in their mental powers, they began to fade. Their immortal bodies began to wither.

He watched as this magnificent species teetered on the edge of extinction. All living things lived and eventually died. All things waxed and waned. Even the universe would eventually pass into oblivion. Birth and death, creation and destruction – they were twins born of the same source. Two sides of a mirror.

There was no living thing that was immortal in the true sense. Nothing was indestructible. Societies – like people – aged and went into decline. Just as the young robust man could not escape the march of time, neither could a species. It was the way of the universe.

Fear took them. Panic. Their civilization came under threat from outside forces. The desire to live was a basic part of any creature or society, so with their incredible potential, the species began a terrible experiment.

An experiment that, once started, could not be stopped.

Living things were inherently selfish. From the tiniest microbes to the largest civilizations, they were built on the destruction of lesser creatures. Cows ate grass, a disaster for the sprouts of green. Lions ate meat and thus brought an end to the beasts of the field.

Following this principle, humans did all within their power to build a better life. They cut down trees, cultivated the land, raised and slaughtered animals, fished the seas, and did so much more. Everything that humanity created was erected on a foundation of exploitation.

With this in mind, what the grand civilization did next was understandable. As one of the greatest species in the universe, in order to preserve itself, it saw all other living creatures as necessary sacrifices. Indeed, to them, lesser species were akin to how humans saw cattle. Even smaller perhaps, for the gulf between these societies was so great. Those of inferior adaptability were merely resources to be used for the higher purpose of continuing their dominance.

Thus, the cataclysm of untold civilizations began.

Cloudhawk wasn’t able to see all the details. These visions came in fits and starts, like a fever dream. After what seemed like only a short period, his consciousness returned and his eyes shot open.

“Hey, you’re awake!”

The voice caused Cloudhawk to shoot up into a seated position. He patted himself down, finding serious but no life-threatening wounds. Nothing that his constitution and a few good nights of sleep wouldn’t repair.

Dawn was seated beside him, concern could be seen on her face.

When Autumn and the others brought Cloudhawk back, Dawn couldn’t believe what she was seeing. What was left on this earth that was such a threat to him? He wasn’t just strong. He was unbeatable, having achieved heights no human ever had.

Dawn had begun to worry that Cloudhawk had fallen into a trap laid by Belial. The artisan was a demon elder, after all, and they were known for their cunning. Only, that thought disappeared when she saw the other body they were carrying. Belial himself, wounded even worse than Cloudhawk. She didn’t have any explanation.

After coming to, Cloudhawk was quiet for a long time. His encounter with the God King had gone very poorly. But as fatal as it had nearly been, it was a priceless wakeup call.

Lately, Cloudhawk’s strength had given him an inflated sense of confidence. Since there was no one on this planet who was his equal, he had no metric to compare himself to. That turned into conceit. His vicious defeat at the God King’s hand was because he went in cocky and unprepared.

What’s more, he learned quite a lot from the exchange. Now, it was time to plan his next step.

After a little while, he brought his mind back to the present. His loss didn’t appear to affect him much. Cloudhawk had a sturdier ego than that. He’d already shed the shame of his defeat when he looked at Dawn. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Outside,” she answered. “What you found was amazing. We’ve gathered enough evidence to prove what the gods were up to. The news has shaken Stormford to its core.”

To its core? Well no shit. The secret base had a thousand god corpses lying around now, which alone was a fact that would blow the average citizen’s mind. Beyond that, there was also a Source crystal the size of a city. All of this would shatter everything the Elysians thought they knew. The perfect societies they cultivated were nothing more than cattle pens, and humans were the livestock.

“Let’s go take a look.”

Cloudhawk and Dawn left the bedroom and were immediately met with the noise of a city in chaos. Hundreds of thousands of people were marching in the streets, separated into various camps. Conflicts big and small were happening everywhere he looked.

All the churches in the city lay in ruins.

The situation was as follows: Stormford’s leadership had formally declared their independence from the gods. Many in the city supported their decision, but there were still many who refused to believe the wealth of proof shoved into their faces.

Dawn was indignant. “What the fuck is their problem? Isn’t it obvious by now?”

“I doubt it’s religion. They’re probably scared. We don’t even know what’s going to happen when the war with the gods comes.” Cloudhawk watched the tumult unfold and heaved a sigh. “We’re so far beneath them.”

His defeatism took Dawn by surprise. “What’s going on?”

He didn’t hide anything from her, so he answered honestly. “The God King and I fought.”

His revelation hit her like a ton of bricks. “What? You and the God King...”

“Actually, it was the God King from a thousand years ago. That’s who I fought.”

What the hell did that even mean? The God King from a thousand years ago? Even if Cloudhawk was a thousand years old, the sentence didn’t make any damn sense!

He walked her through the events within the Source crystal. She listened in shock, amazed that the God King could do what Cloudhawk claimed. Was he saying that their enemy knew what Cloudhawk would do a thousand years before he did it?

“This can’t be right. If the God King knew about you, why not get here earlier to make sure you weren’t a threat? If he knew exactly where you’d be, he should have at least left a few Supreme gods to deal with you, right?” Dawn was filled with skepticism. “If the God King was really able to see that far in the future, there’s no way you could have gotten this far.”

Cloudhawk scowled as he weighed the situation. “That’s the crux of this problem. I think it has to do with the Great War. It was more complicated than we understand.”

“More complicated?”

“Even the God King’s power over time has its limits. I’m willing to bet it had to be in a certain place with a certain relic to access a time a thousand years in the future. But even if he can see and interact with the future, he can’t go there. Maybe it can’t even pinpoint the exact time things occur.” Cloudhawk paused for a moment before continuing. “Anyway, there’s one thing we can say for certain. The God King knows about me and where I would be – but he didn’t kill me. It wants me to get stronger.”

“Maybe it hasn’t had a challenge for so long and is looking for an opponent?” Dawn surmised. “A lot of the best run into this problem.”

“You underestimate the gods. I’m sure there’s some deeper reason.”

Whatever the case, if the God King wanted to kill Cloudhawk, then he’d had any number of opportunities to do so. Hell, he could have been silenced as a baby. But the God King did no such thing. That could only mean Cloudhawk was worth something to it.

But he had felt it. There was definitely the intention to kill Cloudhawk in that attack. So while Cloudhawk might be valuable, he was also a threat. Probably that was the reason why the God King seems to be wavering between killing him and letting him live. He could tell from their exchange that the God King tried to kill him with a heavy heart. But even if it didn’t want to kill Cloudhawk, there was precious little time for him to save himself and his species.

Dawn asked the obvious question. “So what should we do now?”

“Move,” he replied.

“Move? Move what?” Her confusion was clear.

“Everyone.” After this fight, Cloudhawk saw their shortcoming as clear as crystal. It was not yet time to face the gods, and being forced into conflict would only result in mankind’s extinction. “The army of the gods will be here soon, and we can’t fight them off. I’m talking about an exodus. From this whole planet. We can’t stay here.”

Dawn looked at him with wide eyes, speechless. He wanted to evacuate everyone. Where? He was talking about a huge number of people!

The first thing that came to her mind was the city beneath the jungle planet. Why not? Maybe the Demon King knew what would come and prepared the place for them.

“But we can’t possibly transfer everyone.”

“We have no choice… it’s the end of the world.” Cloudhawk cast his gaze across the city and delivered the verdict in a low, sad tone.

Dawn believed him. An unprecedented disaster was on its way.


63 / Controlling Belial


Belial awoke to find his hands and feet bound. Before him loomed a figure, someone the elder greeted with a scowl steeped in hatred.

His appearance was human. However, the truth was very different.

The elder artisan was a master, wearing skins like one might change clothes. The one called Wolfblade, however, used a different method. His transformations were far more clever and complete, turning him into a human for all intents and purposes. However, the sinister chill of his soul could not be hidden. Legion’s dark presence was unmistakable.

Wolfblade sat opposite Belial with a cup of tea in his hands. Three more stood behind him: a god, a demon, and a man – The Cloud God, Abaddon, and Frost de Winter. As Belial looked them over, no thought of escape crossed his mind. This was not because he lacked confidence in his abilities, nor was it because he thought the others were stronger. Rather, Belial knew himself.

Even though Wolfblade possessed only a tenth of his former power and had transformed himself into a mere human, the sense of oppression the elder felt was just as strong. It was the same feeling a mouse felt when facing a cat. Sitting before him with such calm and poise, Wolfblade must know he had the situation well in hand.

“Good. You’re awake, so I won’t waste time with nonsense pleasantries.” Wolfblade set the cup aside. A small blue bead surreptitiously appeared in his hand. “You understand the plight you’re in and the decision you have to make. All that remains is whether you will make the choice yourself, or if I will have to help you.”

His tone was even, but the implications cut like icicles. Belial felt cold down to his bones.

Legion’s methods were in no way inferior to Belial’s. He could deprive the artisan of wisdom, intelligence, and power. If he wanted, the creature known as Wolfblade could turn Belial into a mindless husk to do his bidding.

But a husk like that held no value. Belial wanted to avoid that dire fate as much as he wanted to avoid being Legion’s enemy. All he did was merely for his own betterment – he cherished his will, intellect, and life above all else. For this reason, his choice was clear.

The pearl Legion held was an item from Gehenna. A relic, but also a kind of medicine.

When used, the bead dissolved into subatomic particles that permeated one’s spirit. Once it infected the host, there was no cure. It would become a permanent shackle. With it, Wolfblade would be able to accurately pinpoint his target’s location, leaving no corner for them to hide. The briefest thought and the poison would activate. Death in an instant.

In other words, Belial had to make a very difficult choice.

He was silent for a few minutes. Finally, the choice was made. The bead dissolved into countless motes of light and entered through the pores of his hand. Pain wracked his body as the particles spread through every inch of him.

Thankfully, it was over quickly. When he opened his hand, the pearl was gone.

Demons showed no expression through their armor, but it could be seen in their eyes. Grief. The virulent poison from the pearl seeped into his soul and became part of him. From this moment forward, Belial was wholly under Legion’s control.

In other words, Legion became Belial’s master.

Belial’s body contracted as it shifted once again from demon to human form. The elderly skin he wore was renewed. With a respectful expression, he approached Wolfblade and awaited instruction. After all, he was a creature who had lived for more than a thousand years. He knew what was proper. “What are my orders?”

The artisan was at least more willing to follow his kin than the brash and unreasonable successor to the Demon King. Legion’s prestige was not tied to who held the mantle of leadership. Were he to return to Gehenna now, his followers would far outstrip all those who would swear fealty to this human King.

Wolfblade made his decree. “It’s time for the rite. This body is too weak.”

Wolfblade looked at his hands. Indeed, this shell was inadequate. It couldn’t wield enough of his true power. It was time to move on.

The next Great War would soon begin. From what the Cloud God was able to ascertain, the divine army would arrive in roughly half a month. As Wolfblade, Legion did not command enough strength.

Belial understood. “The Rite of Reincarnation?”

Belial knew that Legion and the former Demon King had captured the Sarcophagus of Rebirth. How exactly they managed that, he wasn’t sure. All he knew was that the relic was priceless. Even the gods could not find another.

To avoid the God King’s gaze, Legion had used the Sarcophagus to reincarnate himself many times over the last thousand years. Wolfblade was only his latest shell.

The Demon Elder of the Grand Seal nodded. “Yes. The Sarcophagus of Rebirth.”

Belial felt his heart flutter. Suddenly, a strange look crossed his face, and he whispered, “Has the elder found a suitable vessel?”

Wolfblade’s eyes stared at him, unblinking. “You have a suggestion.”

“Your subordinate would not presume. My elder would not need someone else to point out the right path, especially not an outsider with little prestige.” Belial was weighing his words carefully. “The former Demon King must have selected Cloudhawk because their wills resonated. Were you to take the human’s body, you would be the next Demon King. Without question, it would be a welcome ascension to all of Gehenna.”

Small but significant changes appeared in the eyes of the Cloud God, Abaddon, and Frost de Winter. Would Legion take Cloudhawk’s body and assume the mantle of King? If he did, their master would take Cloudhawk’s talents of spatial manipulation. With Legion’s own mental powers, his strength would surge. Demonkin and human kind would be unified. It would be an army worthy of fighting the Great War.

“Heh… a fair proposal.”

Pleased with the compliment, Belial was about to go on when a wave of corrosive agony swept through him. It was like someone had injected the deepest parts of him with acid. The pain was indescribable. Even a demon’s iron will could not withstand it.

Belial screamed and collapsed onto the ground. Acrid smoke rose off his body as veins bulged and burst all over him like agitated earthworms. He croaked his pleas, rasping from a throat that felt full of coals. “No! Elder, I beg you...”

Wolfblade’s icy glare was pinned on his newest slave. “Know your place. Dare to ever again make such a suggestion, and I will end you.”

Deep within, Belial was indignant. What had he said wrong? What right did that human have to call himself Demon King? It didn’t matter how strong he became. He would never be one of them!

Of course, he would never be so foolish as to say this out loud. “Yes, yes, Elder. Never again!”

Wolfblade continued, his tone level. “I need nothing from you for now. From today forward, you will loyally walk by our King’s side. If I learn that you have done anything except fully comply with his wishes, you know what the consequences will be. You will regret having ever come to this world.”

Belial had to obey. His very spirit was in the hands of another. After he left, a cold smile spread across Wolfblade’s face, and he put the artisan out of mind. He was far too busy to trouble with the likes of him.


64 / What We Need Are Miracles


Belial’s mood could be no lower.

He bowed under the weight of his yoke. There was no escape, for if he tried, neither the gods nor the demons would show him mercy. Gloomy though the outlook was, if he stayed, there was at least the chance to fight.

Belial could not for the life of him understand why the Elder of the Grand Seal would bow to a lowly human. Whatever the reason, he had no choice but to kowtow to Cloudhawk. They had a larger enemy on the battlements. That had to be his focus.

When he returned to his oasis in the Cursed Desert, Cloudhawk was busy with some project or other. He was not surprised when Belial presented himself and pledged his service.

“Now that you’ve realized the virtues of resisting, I hope you understand that I can’t tolerate desertion.” Cloudhawk graciously accepted this new subordinate from Wolfblade. He didn’t need to ask anything. He knew the demon had a thousand years of experience in crafting relics. That was all he needed to know.

Then something occurred to him. “Ah, by the way, I need to see something – the Black Heart.”

Cloudhawk had experienced the power of Belial’s indentured servants. It went without saying that Belial himself was a coward, but his oasis was packed with over a thousand Eternal. Many of them were demon hunters Belial had ripped from the Elysian lands over the course of a thousand years.

A fair number were accomplished men and women who were deluded into pursuing immortality by Belial’s poisonous words. Others were pilfered from prisons by the demon’s network of helpers. The result was an army of powerful – if nihilistic – soldiers. With the advantage of their undying bodies, they made for quite a formidable force.

They were the most powerful tool in the elder’s arsenal, and the one he’d spend the bulk of his efforts to create.

How was Belial able to control this army? Through the Black Heart. It was a relic that bound the Eternal to whoever held it. Whoever bore the Heart stood at the fore of an immortal host.

Wolfblade commanded the ever-reaching Hand of Gehenna, so he had no interest in Belial’s Black Heart. However, such an army couldn’t be left under the artisan’s control. His loyalty was too much in question to allow him to hold onto such a tool.

Full of reluctance, Belial obeyed. What he presented was not a beating heart, but rather a staff. It was around two meters long, and affixed to its three-pronged crown was a black jewel. Crimson lines wormed their way through the fist-sized stone.

“The Black Heart controls the Eternal,” Belial explained. “Whether in action or will, the staff can empower or inhibit their powers. The Black Heart gives you powerful allies.”

Belial’s greatest regret was that he had been unable to exercise his full strength. If he’d had the chance to face Cloudhawk and his allies while commanding an army of undying, the situation would have turned out very differently. He doubted they would have even been able to enter his stronghold.

Unfortunately, Cloudhawk had arrived just as Belial was trying to force his way through the Source. It was too narrow a space for his army to be of any use. The loathsome human had robbed him of any advantage.

Anyway, it was too late for regrets.

Cloudhawk took the Heart and looked it over. He could feel the power in it. How would he choose to use it? By handing the relic directly to the leader of the Eternal, Husk. “As promised, the Black Heart belongs to you. From now on, the Eternal answer to no one.”

Belial could not believe what he was seeing. Was he insane? He was willing to just give away the Black Heart? Did he not realize he needed all the help he could get? Instead, he casted aside countless years of Belial’s hard work.

Husk took the relic. The face behind his mask was expressionless, but the red eyes flickered. He then took a knee before the human with the staff in his right hand and his left hand pressed against his chest. It was an old tradition of the Elysian realms. One that meant loyalty.

It was as Cloudhawk predicted. When everyone suffered, the individual could not be preserved – the Eternal had their freedom but nowhere to go. Once the gods arrived, there would be no escape. The entire planet was at risk.

Cloudhawk was the only person who could lead them to safety. He was also the only person so far who could rally the Elysian lands against their former masters. The Eternal would bend the knee to him and him alone.

This irritated Belial to no end. Cloudhawk’s actions spat on his hard work. Belial had created this army! How many years had it taken? How much blood and sweat had it demanded? And all this for what!? They had their freedom, but they still couldn’t go or stay as they wished.

Belial spoke up. “With the Eternal under your control you could have wielded as an extension of your own arm. But by giving up power, you introduce the chaos of self-determination.”

“Elder Belial, your desire for control is too strong. It’s no good, for you or for anyone. A single person cannot accomplish great things.” Cloudhawk instructed his new subordinate. “With the Heart of Darkness, the Eternal can be compelled to fight for you, but give them the right to choose for themselves, and they will do everything in their power. An army of individuals, wielding focus and dignity, can produce miracles.”

Belial wanted to refute this, but Cloudhawk cut him off.

“Remember, Elder, what we need are miracles. I’m not going to pass up any opportunity to see them happen. Do you understand?”

There was no question that right now, the resistance had no hope against an army of gods. As such, Cloudhawk was making his plans for a grand exodus. If humans were in a hopeless situation, what else was there but to wish for a miracle? It sounded… pitiful.

Was this why Cloudhawk gave Wolfblade so much free rein?

Belial had heard a portion of Cloudhawk’s conversation with the God King. He knew there was a delicate relationship between Legion and the new Demon King. Yet, Cloudhawk didn’t seem to care if the elder was a threat. He even gave Wolfblade control over his entire Alliance and all its forces!

Cloudhawk did not seem to fear being a figurehead. In fact, he didn’t seem to be at all interested in power. All he cared about was the final result. He just wanted to protect his people. He needed to think about how to utilize the strengths of his team to the greatest effect.

He understood that his strategic ability was far inferior to Wolfblade’s. As such, it made sense to leave the matters of state to the demon elder. So long as he stayed in line, Cloudhawk didn’t care about his other nonsense.

This young human. So foolish!

Cloudhawk led Belial into the base beneath the oasis. There, the artisan introduced his relic manufacturing facilities. Assembly lines were whirring away. He had used materials pilfered from the Elysian lands and Source energy to put it all together.

It was designed to be as mobile as needed. Such a manufacturing base had huge strategic value.

Cloudhawk’s biggest headache now was the enormous Source Crystal right beneath their feet. It was a resource one thousand years in the making, as precious to them as it was to the gods. Now that he knew about it, Cloudhawk wasn’t about to let it fall into enemy hands.

It contained highly condensed mental energy. Properly used, it would be a great asset in defending against the divine army. If they survived, perhaps it could even be used to bring their planet back to life. The problem was how to get it all out of the ground ten thousand meters below their feet?


65 / The Key


Over the past thousand years, the spirits of a billion people gathered from five Elysian realms were used to create the Source. One of the primary reasons the gods enslaved humanity was to use them for energy.

That crystal represented a terrible, bloody sin.

But at this moment, Cloudhawk needed to use that sacrifice for his own purposes. It would become the engine humanity used to fight against their oppressors.

Of course, this was easier said than done. The crystal was enormous! At least fifty kilometers in diameter. It was comparable in size to a small asteroid.

If Cloudhawk wanted to teleport the Source, it would be like trying to move an Elysian capital. What’s more, it was buried ten thousand meters underground. In short, humanity did not have the resources or technology required to mine the stuff. It was too hard to break apart, and even if they could, it would take too long to extract it.

It was an impossible conundrum. Or so it seemed. Surely they wouldn’t be forced to simply ignore this buried treasure. Cloudhawk wouldn’t have it. There were ways.

Belial addressed his new King. “It’s impossible for mankind, but you are hardly a man anymore. With luck, you can succeed.”

“Yeah? What do you suggest?”

“No grand plan. I remember that during the Great War, there was a spatial relic called the Key. It wasn’t a weapon and was largely disregarded as a useless trinket,” Belial explained. “But if there is any way to move the Source in one fell swoop, this Key is the answer.”

Belial was an expert in all things pertaining to relics. For these matters, he would not be wrong. Cloudhawk was curious. “What sort of relic has this kind of power? Are you sure I have enough mental power to get it done?”

Even if the relic could excavate this city-sized crystal, was Cloudhawk strong enough mentally to accomplish this? Belial’s abilities were similar in strength, so why did he think Cloudhawk could do it?

“Because this relic is special. It’s… more of an exchange than a transfer.”

“Exchange?”

“Indeed. The Key takes two objects of similar mass within your field of control and swaps their positions. So long as the targets are similar enough, the required energy is small. The bigger the difference, the more strength is required.”

It made sense to Cloudhawk. This “Key” didn’t teleport things on a whim. Rather, the user had to meet two preconditions.

First, the two items had to be within a set distance of one another.

Two, they had to be of similar mass.

Every spatial demon hunter had a limit to how far their power extended. Cloudhawk was no exception. This limit of perception determined the distance within which one could use their skills. Teleportation, dimensional phasing, summoning from somewhere else… all had a range limit.

Cloudhawk’s talents were exceptional and so was his range. But it wasn’t enough, not to get this crystal back to his home base. He needed help.

Luckily, he had Bruno’s Riftshards, which he had taken as a victory trophy. They were perfect as spatial markers, which helped extend the range of a demon hunter’s skills. With the daggers, there was hardly any range limit.

With the first issue solved, it was onto the second. He didn’t have to think long.

If he wanted to move the Source, he just needed to find something with a similar mass. Then, it would be as easy as activating the Key and making the switch. It was sure to save him a whole hell of a lot of effort.

Cloudhawk’s abilities, along with Belial’s methods and the help of others like Bruno, were enough to do the job. The demon was right; if there was anyone in the world able to accomplish the impossible, it was Cloudhawk.

So, where was this relic? Cynically, Cloudhawk figured it had been lost to history. How was he supposed to find it then? Time was precious.

“I know they keep the relic in Highmorn’s Temple.”

To this, Cloudhawk breathed a sigh of relief. So long as they knew where it was, getting the relic shouldn’t be hard.

His attention turned skyward when he heard a long, piercing cry. In a flash of gold, Oddball approached. It happily landed on its master’s shoulder.

Oddball was three times larger now than it was when it hatched. The divine beast was still a pudgy round thing like some sort of owl, but its eyes were different. They glimmered with a golden, electric light these days.

Cloudhawk’s little friend was getting stronger too.

It was sturdier than before, but Oddball’s greatest asset was still its speed. In terms of short distances, Oddball couldn’t match Cloudhawk, but over long distances, they were about the same. The little bird made an excellent messenger.

Cloudhawk cast an eye towards Belial. “It looks like we’re heading back for a meeting.”

“What do you mean?” the demon asked.

“We’re mobilizing.”
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Southern wastes, the central fortress of Greenland. The city all around was bustling.

Selene Cloude and Dawn Polaris had returned. Among the delegates were also Autumn Draper, Phain Mist, Janus Umbra, Carnage, and many others. Everyone Cloudhawk counted among his elite including Coal, Atlas Umbra, Rio Cliftin, and other Alliance heroes. All were present.

But that wasn’t all. There were also many new faces.

Master Phoenix Igna from Dragenmere. Master Bruno Argyris and Pelagius Audra from Stormford. Soldiers from Sky Fortress such as Siegebreaker, Master Anan. There were others, leaders from all the Elysian realms.

Everyone had gathered in the heart of Greenland for what was promised to be a meeting of unparalleled importance.

What sort of meeting called for all of humanity’s best and brightest to gather? The sort where the evacuation of an entire species was the topic. A dramatic aim that sounded preposterous, that could only be accomplished if everyone worked together.

However, it was exactly the absurdity of this plan that had many in attendance expressing skepticism. Furthermore, it was the first time leaders from all the Elysian realms and the wastelands were coming together. It was an important meeting, one in which a foundation for their future struggle against the gods would be built.

Selene looked over the gathering. There were over a hundred leaders from all over the world. If they were here, it meant they accepted Cloudhawk’s vision and were part of his Alliance. Most of the leadership from all the Elysian lands had come around. The resistance was looking better.

“Lady Selene. I am told Master Cloudhawk intends to evacuate everyone off the planet. Is this true?” Master Anon rose and presented the question to her. “Where is our Alliance’s leader? Why isn’t he here with the rest of us?”

“You are correct, Master Anan. It is Cloudhawk’s intention to evacuate everyone. We are asking that you gather everyone who is not going to fight – the elderly and children – so that Cloudhawk can teleport them to safety on the jungle planet. The underground city there has more than enough space and resources to accommodate everyone. It is the only way to avoid unnecessary deaths and allow our soldiers to concentrate on the front lines.”

Selene answered the question with her typical aloof and sedate bearing. Her words bore the weight of certainty and command, conveying a sense of comfort. Word was that the former Avatar was Cloudhawk’s closest confidante. A fine partner for their heroic leader.

Nods and muttered approval followed her decree. If the plan was to move those who weren’t in the fight, that was acceptable. Their soldiers wouldn’t have to worry about what was happening at home if their families were on another planet.

But was it as easy as she made it seem? Even if they were talking about a small segment of the species, it was still a huge undertaking. Cloudhawk wasn’t a god. He was human, with limits to what he could accomplish.

Selene explained, “Cloudhawk is at the meeting place now, waiting for us. But before the meeting officially begins, there is something I want to show you.”

With that, she turned and walked away.


66 / Mental Inheritance


Cloudhawk activated his subspace matrix within the Southern Capital.

The Cube was a gift from the former Demon King. Although it was not used for direct combat, the unique way that time flowed within made it one of Cloudhawk’s most prized relics. Nothing was more precious than time.

It was within this matrix that Cloudhawk had chosen to hold their meeting. Besides the advantage of time, the space would also serve as the site of an important experiment. Something this important required witnesses, so Selene gathered all the leaders to watch.

Shock was the one shared expression among the Elysian officials. Three altars had been erected here, and upon them were imposing figures. They were perfect, encased in beautiful armor – the former masters of three Elysian lands: The Light God, War God, and Dragon God!

Not long ago Cloudhawk had defeated them in combat. The War and Dragon gods were badly wounded, and the Light God had been captured as it attempted to flee. After being taken prisoner, Cloudhawk did not kill them. Wolfblade had other plans to bring them under their control.

How rare was it to capture not one but three Supreme gods? It would be foolish to waste such an opportunity. These creatures could be of great benefit to Cloudhawk and his cause.

He saw the shocked expressions of his Alliance’s newest members but paid them no mind. He had several reasons for making them watch. They might have agreed to join the revolution, but all would still feel the crushing pressure of their faith when faced with gods on the battlefield. These beings had lorded over their homes for generations! Reverence was a fundamental part of their society.

Now, the objects of their faith were frozen in crystal and placed on altars like spoils of war. Shocking was a mild way to put it.

Cloudhawk stood before them with Belial to his left and Hellflower to his right. Nearby, Wolfblade’s lackeys watched. No one knew why their Alliance leader had called them here. A public execution, perhaps?

In every human war throughout history, it was common practice to cut down the symbols of the enemy. To raze their flag and slay their heroes. Mostly, this was done to improve morale and foster unity in the short term. For the encroaching war especially, even the wise leaders who pledged revolution would find it hard to shake their veneration for the gods so quickly. It seemed necessary to kill these gods and shore up their courage.

However, Cloudhawk didn’t gather everyone together for this simple purpose. These gods were worth more than a moment of solidarity.

“Quiet,” he began. The crowds responded by allowing their muttered conversations to taper off. All eyes turned to him.

Cloudhawk looked towards Hellflower. She represented the best scientific minds of the wastelands and all the gathered knowledge of their ancestors. Attention turned to her, and she addressed the gathering.

“Looking back through history, we have learned a powerful truth. Before the Elysian lands were born – that is to say, on the eve of the Great War – humanity was a weak and unevolved species. Back then, we were no different from the beasts that walk the wastelands. We did not understand mental power, or how to cultivate it. We knew nothing of relics or their use.”

“A decade later, war came to our planet. It was decided as quickly as it came. But even in this brief period, we began to see great changes in human society. The most representative of these was the rise of demon hunters – powerful men and women who stalked their enemies in the name of the gods. They were led by ten exceptional warriors. We called them Legendary.”

“The ten Legendary Demon Hunters acted as founders of the Elysian lands. The Cloude family, Merlo family, and other distinguished clans can trace their roots back to these mighty ancestors. But have any of you paused to wonder how it was that in less than a decade, these ordinary humans had become so powerful?”

Silence answered her methodical explanation until Phoenix asked, “What’s your point?”

“Patience, Master Phoenix. I will explain.” Hellflower reacted to the demon hunter’s question with a smile. She turned and pointed to the altars. “What we have discovered is that the gods are capable of passing on their abilities.”

Mutters rippled through the crowd. Really? Gods could pass on their mental energy? To some, this was not a surprise, especially to the likes of High Priest Gorman. His position afforded him a glimpse into many secrets. Within the Temple were methods for transferring power.

When an Elysian land came under threat or its Temple was in decline, the High Priest could select an Apostle who would take on such godly inheritance. This champion was empowered to act as the sword and shield of their faith. The most recent example, of course, was Selene Cloude.

However, hers was a unique case. Even High Priest Ramiel did not know that the power he conveyed unto her came from the God King itself. This bequest sealed Selene's will and brought her wholly under the gods’ control.

She was not alone. Cloudhawk was also a prime example.

Gods and demons came from the same source. The fact that Cloudhawk had been given a fraction of the former Demon King’s power proved that such a thing was possible. These highly evolved creatures had the ability to share part of what made them so incredible.

When she saw the light of understanding in their eyes, Hellflower confirmed it. “We have tested it, under advisement by Wolfblade and Belial. Our efforts to transfer power from the gods have been successful. This is what we have brought you all here to see.”

So that was the plan. Cloudhawk was going to take the power of these Supremes as his own.

Not only would this bleed the captives dry of their worth, it would also prove an important fact. That the power of the gods can be taken by humans. Once this experiment was complete, it would prove immeasurable to the confidence of their species. They would enter into the war with the gods empowered by this knowledge.

Hellflower stepped back once her introduction was complete.

Cloudhawk took her place. “There are risks to this process. A Supreme’s mental strength is too much for a single person to withstand. So, this will be my gift. When your name is read, please enter the psychic pool.”

“Dawn Polaris. Hellflower. Squall Rover. Selene Cloude. Phain Mist. Coal. Carnage. Atlas Umbra...”

One after another, Cloudhawk announced a list of twenty names. Each of them was either an important member of the Southern Capital or had otherwise proven their worth to the cause. They would be in the inaugural group to undertake this experiment.

The more people were involved, the less mental strain they would suffer individually. However, that did not mean it would not be dangerous. If anything went wrong, it would all be shut down to prevent any major loss.


67 / Successful Transference


The three altars were each pyramidal in shape. A shimmering pool in the center was where the chosen entered. Once within, offerings were made.

From the crystal seals emerged orbs of light, strange and illusory. They were like jellyfish, forced from their lair and rolling through the air. Each ephemeral orb seemed to possess a mind of its own. Time and again, they tried to force their way back into the crystals but could not. After many failed attempts, their light grew dim. Forced to search for new hosts, they were drawn to the people in the psychic pool.

Good, it was the moment of truth. Everyone held their breath.

They watched in silence. Would these mental orbs deliver their strength to the chosen? Could their power even be absorbed? The results of this trial had far-reaching implications, so everyone was waiting to find out what would happen.

A traction force caught the first orb. It moved in a straight line with purpose, right towards the center of Selene’s eyebrows. She felt a psychic pressure descend upon her and then slip into her body. It was a feeling she remembered well.

It was the same sensation she felt in Skycloud’s Temple when receiving the God King’s power. Selene had succumbed to the god because she had borne his power alone. That was how she was transformed into the Avatar.

Mental power was nothing more than one’s resolve, transformed into a higher order of energy. The process of transforming thought into power was predicated on the strength of the bearer’s will. Concentrated on a single target, a god’s mind could overwhelm them. However, spread across many, the risks were minimal. Even ordinary folk with a strong sense of self could withstand it.

Selene had been able to shake off the yoke of the God King. What threat did fractions of a Supreme’s power pose to her? She quickly suppressed these frail attempts to control her and made this fragment of mental energy her own. Immediately, she felt her strength increase.

It worked! Cloudhawk’s theory was right. The power of gods and demons could be transferred.

A thousand years ago, the Legendary Demon Hunters were probably Avatars. That was how they became so strong so quickly – by being infused with the mental energy of one or several high-ranked gods.

Such an inheritance could be given at will and taken away just as quickly. Cloudhawk – with the help of Wolfblade, Belial, and Hellflower – had derived a way to extract power from the gods to empower whoever he chose. It was a groundbreaking accomplishment that could fundamentally change the relationship between man and god.

Over the course of the upcoming war, every felled god would make humans stronger. Their future might be built on the cornerstone of this discovery. It was an exciting revelation for all who bore witness. While there was still fear of the encroaching divine army, seeing the Supreme gods being drained of their power filled them with confidence.

Crisis sometimes came with opportunity.

If they could stand their ground against the gods, this was their chance to win freedom. A forced evolution, even for those humans without strong mental talent. This conflict could make their whole species stronger.

Cloudhawk, Wolfblade, and Belial felt the process more deeply than the others. Cloudhawk saw that the twenty chosen all absorbed the power differently. Power from the different gods had a sort of affinity for specific people. There was some sort of rule or process.

For instance, Dawn absorbed the most power from the Dragon God – about half, with the rest coming equally from the other two. Selene primarily took from the Light God, Frost from the War God, Squall from the Dragon God…

He couldn’t see why this was the case. Obviously, it had something to do with the quality of the person. Under the same conditions, each person was more suitably aligned with one power or another. Furthermore, their affinity helped determine how much power they absorbed. Dawn, Selene, Frost, and Squall assimilated more overall than the others. Having already cultivated great power on their own, this process was sure to turn them into frightening warriors.

This was all comparative, of course. Everyone benefited greatly. There was enough power in these gods to raise everyone to whole new levels of strength. It was of particular worth to Hellflower, Phain, Carnage, and Coal. These evolved humans were now capable of using strong mental force.

Prior to this, they had minimal or no mental abilities. Yet despite that, it was shown that there was a chance that even those who showed no affinity in this realm could be given talent.

When the process was complete, Cloudhawk walked to the edge of the pool. “How do you all feel?”

Hellflower’s attractive face lit up with joy and understanding. “I can feel the flow of mental power. Based on the ranking system of the Elysians, I would say I’m… about as strong as a proper demon hunter. Incredible, even I can use this power...”

Cloudhawk chuckled. “Throw a dog in there and we’ll have a demon-hunting canine.”

She scowled and shot him a glare. “Are you mocking me?”

“Of course not,” he said with a grin. “Never. I’m proud of you.”

“Hmph, never mind. I’ll let it slide since it is because of you that all this is possible.” Hellflower adjusted her goggles, which reflected light from the glowing crystals nearby. “With this power, I can begin to delve into the technology of gods and demons. A whole new subject is open to me.”

Indeed, it made sense why she would be so thrilled. Before today, even the most basic relics were a mystery to her. She wasn’t a combatant, so she didn’t require tremendous mental power – just enough to continue her research.

Nor was this the end! Hellflower knew that so long as Cloudhawk lived, she could follow in his wake and harvest what was left behind. Benefits by the bushel. The more she curried favor with this man, the more she would accomplish.

Cloudhawk moved on, addressing Carnage and Coal. The mutants had absorbed no small measure of mental power, about the same as Hellflower. With the addition of their already empowered bodies, their capabilities were doubled in the blink of an eye.

The Goshawks were an established crew who could already use relics. Aside from the Awakened, however, they couldn’t use these items without spirit orbs and specially constructed weapons.

Now, everything was different. The final barrier separating Elysians and wastelanders was shattered. Any mutant, even creatures, could use relics.

At last, Cloudhawk checked up on Dawn and the others. She, Selene, Frost, Squall, Atlas, and the rest all had different talents and personalities. But what they shared was an innate excellence. The power of the gods recognized and was drawn to that. If that were not so, wouldn’t the Demon King have picked a big burly man as his successor?

It was proven that those without talent could be strengthened. However, those with talent – or rather, specific talents – gained more from the process. After just one time, they were already seeing surprising results.

Cloudhawk didn’t trouble them to show off. This power wasn’t theirs yet. They needed time to assimilate it completely. Side effects were still a concern, but Wolfblade and Belial surely had methods to deal with them.

With the experiment complete, Cloudhawk called all the leaders of the Elysian lands together for their meeting. It was a war council, where strategy would be laid out for the coming conflict.

Cloudhawk’s strategy was two-pronged:

First, the evacuation plan. Despite his recent discovery, humanity’s chances were still dismal. Humanity’s most vulnerable had to be protected. Second, resistance. The chance of victory was slim, but they couldn’t run forever. They didn’t have time to escape anyway.

The questions at hand were as follows:

How to evacuate people most effectively? How could they quickly integrate Elysian and wastelander armies? What methods could they use to defend against the divine army? How could they hold out for as long as possible? What was the best way to arrange a defensive front?

With no overt resistance, Cloudhawk’s meeting went well. He was pessimistic about their chances, but that did not mean he was willing to give up.

He’d fought the God King once and recognized that he wasn’t even on the being’s level. Humans were not on the gods’ level. But if everyone worked together, the will to survive could be a powerful tool. All of their latent potential could be brought to bear, maybe even enough to perform a miracle.

Cloudhawk was determined to fight to the bitter end.


68 / Three Relics


Dawn used the time in the subspace dimension to try out her newly acquired mental powers. She found that her strength had risen by no less than fifty percent. Having been no pushover before, this increase rocketed her to new heights.

Incredible! She had grown much stronger.

Refreshed and emboldened, Dawn left her section of subspace. As she did, a beautiful figure draped in white caught her eye. She called out.

“Hey, Selene! You want to spar again? I’m sure I’ll beat you this time. Come on, let’s go!”

The relationship between Dawn and Selene had changed dramatically from the early days. This was a result of two important things: First, Selene had dropped a portion of her holier-than-thou attitude and was even willing to compromise. Second, Dawn still saw her as direct competition but needed a strong foil to test herself against.

Wolfblade’s apprentice, Frost, had also grown stronger. However, Dawn’s hatred for her grandfather’s killer ran deep. It only got worse when she thought of him as that demon’s henchman. She felt strongly that the only other person Cloudhawk could rely on besides her was Selene.

Thus, she decided to put aside her feelings for the greater good and improve their relationship. Together, they would assist Cloudhawk in their rebellion against the gods. That was the most important thing.

Selene glanced at her. “Cloudhawk has something. He’s asked us to see him.”

“Afterwards then,” she replied. “When the job is done, I want to test myself. No excuses!”

Cloudhawk’s strategy meeting still hadn’t concluded. However, the basic framework had been set. Leaders from all five Elysian lands were on board. Dawn loudly announced their presence when they returned to the meeting spot. “Ha hah! This lady’s fuckin’ killing it! Congratulate me!”

She grabbed Cloudhawk in a bear hug. In her Dawnbreaker armor, standing over two meters tall, she was like a giant. Her sudden embrace was like being crushed in a trash compactor.

Dawn so rarely got what she wanted, but strangely, Cloudhawk didn’t fight her. She snatched him up and squeezed. Perhaps too hard, for his body collapsed in parts and bulged in others like a balloon under pressure. Suddenly, his whole form exploded into a storm of lightning.

“What the fuck?!” Dawn was frozen in shock. Sure, she was stronger, but she wasn’t strong enough to crush a man like Cloudhawk. He wasn’t an invalid. What the hell happened?

Selene, stone-faced, watched the arcs of electricity. “Transformation.”

The bolts of lightning re-gathered into the shape of a man, and eventually, Cloudhawk re-formed. “Good job, it is transformation. You’ve got a sharp eye if you could recognize it so quickly.”

What was he saying? That Dawn was stupid?! She expressed her irritation. “Where the fuck did you learn that?”

“A relic, Stormseal.” Cloudhawk opened his hand to reveal a small collection of lightning bolts that flickered in and out of their vision. He shut his hand, snuffing it out. “It was the Lightning God’s main relic. Wolfblade had the Hand of Gehenna retrieve the god’s corpse and strip this relic from it.”

Selene knew a little about it and the Lightning God’s powers. She never would have guessed it would fall into Cloudhawk’s hands.

Dawn had, of course, heard that Cloudhawk had defeated four Supremes. “No wonder it was able to change forms. That’s why it was so hard to destroy, right? With this power, you’re even more of a pain in the ass!”

Cloudhawk wanted to knock her upside the head, but it didn’t suit his station. Sadly, he couldn’t act on this impulse.

“The Stormseal is a good relic, but I haven’t been able to master the Lightning God’s lightning forms yet.”

“Why not?”

“Something to do with my constitution. The seal just transforms my body into lightning – the god probably had other relics he used to empower these forms with his strength. Whatever relics those were are lost now, though.”

Dawn shook her head and sighed.

Selene spoke up. “Be that as it may, such an ability is useful. You can separate yourself into parts and take on different forms. Janus has a similar ability with her shadow doppelgangers, but they can’t move far from the source. They’re unstable.”

All they could say was that there were advantages and drawbacks. With his new relic, Cloudhawk could create volatile copies. They could take on his appearance or someone else’s, which worked well with the camouflage relics he already had.

These copies weren’t restricted by distance. They could appear anywhere, and outside of combat situations, they didn’t require a lot of energy to maintain. He could use them for extended periods of time.

Janus’s shadows were different. The assassin could only summon them for a brief time, and they couldn’t move very far from her. Where it was superior was that the shadows appeared with the powers of other relics she had. That made them deadly when they attacked. Of course, they disappeared after striking once.

Cloudhawk had called the two here because he was too busy to handle everything on his own. He couldn’t leave. However, it was the perfect time to highlight this relic’s abilities. With his doppelgangers, he could use minimal energy and be involved in several things at once. As the primary decision maker of their alliance, this made things a lot more efficient. It was a great benefit for everyone.

Dawn thought about Cloudhawk’s copies running around and felt pride.

“I called you two here for a couple reasons. First, I wanted to give you some gifts. Second, I wanted to give you a mission.” He produced two relics. “The four Supremes are gone. Primary relics from the Light God, Dragon God, and Lightning God were recovered.”

Their relics were extracted? The four Supremes had been very powerful, even among the gods. The relics they wielded surely were nothing to scoff at. That was shown when they battled in Sky Fortress.

The Light God had attacked so quickly that even Cloudhawk couldn’t completely avoid them. The Lightning God changed forms, making it nearly impossible to pin down. The Dragon God’s skills lay in tremendous defense and draining mental power. As remarkable as its defenses were, it was the rare ability to siphon mental energy that was really incredible.

“These are them.” In his hand were two items, a glowing ball of light and a petrified egg covered in scales. “The Light God’s Sacred Flash and the Dragon God’s Abyssal Scale. They’re for you.”

It went without saying that Dawn was elated. Even Selene’s tepid persona broke in the face of this surprise. She frowned. “I feel like these would be more effective in your hands.”

“The speed from Sacred Flash doesn’t mean much to me. Same with the powers of the Abyssal Scale. However, they can greatly strengthen both of you. I am not going to win this war myself. I need you both to be as strong as possible.” He took on a mysterious air. “Ever since fighting the God King, I’ve felt like I… progressed. Soon, I don’t think I’ll need relics anymore at all. I will be able to do whatever I want with a thought. That’s my ultimate goal.”

Dawn grumbled at him. “It might look fancy if you can simulate low-level abilities, but these legendary relics are hugely complex. You think you can copy them using just your mind? I doubt it.”

“I guess we’ll see.” He paused for a moment, then went on. “For this mission, I’ll need you both to represent me. You have to go to Highmorn and retrieve a relic from their Temple called the Key. Word is there are also groups causing trouble out there, so I’ll need you to show them the error of their ways.”


69 / Legion, The God of War


Cloudhawk, through his electric doppelganger, gave Selene and Dawn gifts and a mission. He then walked towards the barrier to another section of the subspace reality.

Suddenly, an intense wave of energy rushed through the area.

As the Cube’s owner, the arrangement and shifting of the subspace was wholly under his control. He felt any change that occurred. The wave of energy was intense, so much so that it could be felt between barriers.

He muttered to himself, “The rite is complete.”

With that said, Cloudhawk stepped through the barrier into another section. Herein were a number of instruments used in the Rite of Reincarnation. Already present were Belial, Abaddon, Squall, Frost, and others.

Everyone was a follower of Legion, or a demon like him. Cloudhawk wasted no time when he arrived. “How did it go?”

No one rushed to answer. Their eyes were fixed on the figure stepping out of the Sarcophagus of Rebirth. He was three meters tall and wrapped in black armor, threads of light dancing all across the surface. It was a huge and perfect body, full of explosive force.

Cloudhawk looked at the god. Only, it was not a god – not on the inside. The sense it gave was completely different from those divine beings. While the body might have once belonged to the mighty War God, its current owner was someone else entirely.

“So, should I call you Wolfblade or War God?”

Yes, Legion had taken the body of the fallen god for himself.

Of the six Supremes on this world, the Cloud and Shepherd Gods were no match for Cloudhawk. The remaining four he’d beaten single-handedly. However, three of them retained a special sort of residual power. These were the War God, Dragon God, and Light God.

Those three gods had been sapped of this power in order to strengthen Cloudhawk’s allies. Afterwards, the corpses of the Dragon and Light gods were picked apart, providing valuable samples for research purposes. From within them, they also extracted Sacred Flash and the Abyssal Scale for his friends’ benefit.

As such, among the three defeated and captured gods, only the War God remained. No samples or relics were needed from it. Why? Because this Supreme’s relic was special – it was its own body. It was enormously strong, and now it belonged to Legion.

The former Marshal’s body was even stronger than Cloudhawk’s. As such, it remained as a usable husk. When all of the will and thought that had powered it before was eliminated, what remained was a perfect form for Legion to inhabit. Nothing more than an empty suit, the next in a long line the demon elder slipped into.

Yes. Times were different. With the new epoch, so too was there a new Legion.

His mental powers had gradually recovered over time. Now, he needed a new form that could withstand his abilities. It was the only way he could fully recover the strength he once wielded. This body of a fallen god was perfect!

A few days after the spirit-draining experiment, Wolfblade took the body before it withered away entirely. Here within the subspace cube, he began the Rite of Reincarnation with Belial and Abaddon’s aid.

It was a success.

“Wolfblade” was gone. It was just another cast-off skin used by Legion in his eternal scheming. An abandoned thing that would never be used again.

Legion himself had also changed.

The fallen god’s body was a mighty thing. It had been a Marshall, among the mightiest of its kin. Such a form was also able to withstand a much stronger will. Once Legion took it as his own, his mental powers could be more fully unleashed, and he had the benefit of a much stronger form.

“My King may address me as Legion, if it pleases him.”

Now residing within the body of the War God, Legion no longer spoke as humans did. As with others of his species, he spoke through his mind, using mental power to make the air resonate as needed. It showed how well and how quickly he was adapting to his new form.

For all his newfound power, however, Legion’s reincarnation was not without limits. The process itself was dangerous, susceptible to terrible consequences if something went wrong. Furthermore, every reincarnation took a toll on one’s spirit, weakening it with every iteration and increasing the chances of failure.

Legion had managed to evade destruction after the Great War by changing forms several times. It prevented both gods and demons from discovering his whereabouts. Both sides thought he was dead. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how Legion’s success rates were so high, but after a thousand years, the dangers of reincarnation had to be looming large.

Whatever the case, luck appeared to be on the demon’s side. He completed the rite one more time. Without a doubt, the elder was hiding some ulterior motive, but despite that, he was an important part of Cloudhawk’s inner circle. He was glad that his ally came through the ordeal without issue.

“Should we test out your new skin?”

“Very well.”

Cloudhawk led him to an empty section of the subspace, telling the others to stand guard so they wouldn’t be interrupted. He then turned to the reborn demon.

“After you.”

“War God Legion obliged by raising his hand. With a wave, he summoned a rapier of dazzling blue steel. It looked like an embroidery needle in the hand of the massive creature, yet the aura it released promised unadulterated destruction. Indeed, it was the legendary artifact that had been lost for a millennium and was now reforged. It was the Blade of Oblivion.

A flick of his wrist. The sword flashed through the air faster than lightning, right for Cloudhawk. He responded by calling Godslayer forth and casting it forward as a streak of power.

The two met, Legion’s unimpressive sword and Cloudhawk’s gash of light. At that moment, a black hole appeared where Oblivion had been. Its traction force immediately began to suck everything towards it.

So much power ravaged the subspace that it began to warp. It was almost too much, threatening to collapse this section of the pocket dimension. Cloudhawk’s attack was devoured by the black hole and disappeared.

Meanwhile, everything around them started to spaghettify. Like rivulets from a pool of water, they slithered in long strings towards the emptiness and were no more. Cloudhawk wanted to pull back his sword, but something was fighting him. Oblivion’s dark power had it surrounded and was trying to destroy Godslayer. Wrenching it free would not be so easy.

Luckily, his precious relic was a cut above. Any lesser relic would have been annihilated.

“Interesting!”

Thrusting forward with his right hand, Cloudhawk released a blast of repelling power that struck the black hole and dispelled it. With a sharp flick of his wrist, Godslayer drove into the thinner body of Oblivion and knocked Legion’s relic flying.

During its flight, the sword swelled to several times its original size. Under Legion’s will, it swung around to re-engage, once more unleashing a torrent of destructive power. Few artifacts could match its sheer ruinous ability.

Cloudhawk’s was one of them.

For all of Oblivion’s terror, Cloudhawk could have met it straight-on. However, a soldier knew that battles were won by expending as little effort as possible. Instinctively, he chose instead to avoid the attack.

With a thought, he shifted through dimensions and reappeared several dozen meters away. Legion’s weapon struck air, and in its wake was several layers of torn reality.

The elder was growing more proficient with time. With a casual move of his hand, Oblivion returned, now of ordinary size as it rested in his palm. All at once, the War God’s relic-body came to life with a thrust so quick that Cloudhawk could barely see it.

Clang! Two swords met! Cracks had appeared along the white walls of the subspace. Lightning crackled through the fissures. For a handful of seconds, turbulent power raged through the area before eventually subsiding.

“That’s enough.” Cloudhawk disengaged and put Godslayer away. No more point in sparring. It would only result in injury or irreparably damage this pocket dimension.

He determined Legion’s fighting ability to be slightly stronger than Belial’s. Probably not what it had once been during the Great War, but definitely enough to be a huge help in the war to come.

Cloudhawk nodded. “After fighting the God King, my own mental powers have grown. In terms of mental strength, I’m probably only slightly better than you. I’ve also got several talents and relics to give me an advantage. But your body is certainly stronger than mine. Your experience as well, of course. In a real fight, I’m not sure who’d win.”

Legion’s voice was stoic. “Having fought the God King, you must know that our power is insufficient.”

Cloudhawk didn’t know what was going on in Legion’s cunning mind, but it both confused and concerned him that the demon was so calm about the God King. There was no doubt their divine enemy wanted Cloudhawk dead. It could only mean that Legion had already acted, or was already prepared.

If the God King hadn’t eliminated Cloudhawk by now, it was certainly because it had some reason. On some rationale Cloudhawk could not understand, the God King did not want to just cut him down. The only explanation was that Cloudhawk was still useful. Was Legion in on this secret? Cloudhawk mulled it over, but he didn’t let the thought trouble him too much. There was still a lot to do.


70 / The Spare


Selene and Dawn were ready to set out.

Having never been to Highmorn, Cloudhawk didn’t have a spatial marker to send them there. That wasn’t an insurmountable problem, however. Instead, they would travel to Meadow where, within Oakstead’s Temple, they could open a Boundary Portal and enter the distant Elysian land.

Opening a portal like that required quite a lot of energy. Luckily, sending through just a few people wasn’t too much of a burden. What’s more, thanks to the small amount of Source excavated from the desert, they didn’t have to worry about energy constraints very much anymore.

Besides Selene and Dawn, two more were dispatched with them.

First was one of Cloudhawk’s electric doppelgangers. It carried a Riftshard copy to make travel easier in the future. Once it was placed, Cloudhawk could teleport back and forth as much as he pleased.

The other was an important figure in Sky Fortress before Cloudhawk destroyed it, Master Anan. His full name was Walrick Anan1, a name that held quite a lot of weight in Highmorn’s capital city Radia. Since his home had officially chosen to rise against the gods, he elected to offer his help.

The small party boarded an airship, destined for Meadow.

Cloudhawk kept catching Dawn giving him strange, absorbed looks out of the corner of his eye. She looked at him like he was an endangered species or some sort of alien. It was making him uneasy.

“What the hell are you looking at?”

“You can talk through this thing? No matter how far you are from your copy?” Dawn was floored by this new ability of his. “So now one Cloudhawk can become several. You can do several tasks at once. Study. Chase women. That’s one hell of a skill.”

“There are limits,” he grumbled. “I can hold the form at any distance, but only for one day and one night. Over that time, it gets weaker and weaker. Besides that, it demands my attention. Trying to be two places at once is not easy, much less three or four.”

“Well shit. I thought I might be able to customize my own personal Cloudhawk to play with. Turns out that isn’t the case.”

A custom Cloudhawk, eh? Like some sort of prostitute. Dawn was letting her true colors show.

She stared at him for a little while longer before suddenly saying, “The copy really is exactly like you. Shit, if I stick around it for long enough, I’ll probably forget which one’s real.”

Cloudhawk had known Dawn for a long time. A lot about her had changed, but there were some core qualities that never would. She was and probably would forever be a devil woman who liked to stir up shit. Hell, he knew her so well he could tell what sort of fart she’d make by the way she lifted her ass.

“How about a code name for your copies? That way, we won’t confuse them.” She didn’t wait for Cloudhawk’s approval and came up with the plan at once. “They may look like you, but they aren’t you. I think I’ll call it Hawkling. What do you think?”2

“Terrible.”

“Cloudhawk Number Two?”

“Even worse.”

“You’re so stubborn. Fine, we’ll call it ‘The Spare Cloudhawk!’” She had grown impatient with this game. “Like wastelander vehicles, right? They use spare tires. In a pinch, when we can’t put the real you to use, we’ve got a backup. Spare fits perfectly.”

She didn’t care if he agreed anymore. Instead, she looked over to Selene, who was sitting nearby with her eyes closed. “Hey Selene, say something. What do you think of the name?”

She was quiet for a minute, then nodded ever so slightly. “It fits.”

Dawn triumphantly pumped her fist into the air. “Then it’s decided!”

Who the hell was she calling stubborn? Throwing nonsense nicknames around like that. While he thought “Spare Cloudhawk” was a shit name, who was he to tell her how to talk? He had to just go along with it.

“We’ve arrived.”

While Dawn was busy in the important work of giving Spare his nickname, their airship was nearing its destination. This vessel was specially outfitted for speed, so the journey took very little time. They were drawing near the canopy of the enormous tree that was Oakstead, and as the Temple pulled into view, Walrick Anan stepped up as their guide.

The Shepherd God was responsible for opening the Boundary Portal.

Radia, as Highmorn’s capital, was also its largest city. It served as the political, religious, and economic center of the realm as all capitals did. During the recent upheaval, this once orderly city had fallen into chaos. Thankfully, Wolfblade had done a good job bringing it back to heel.

Dawn was looking forward to the journey. “I’ve never been to Radia. I wonder if there’s anything fun to do. Hopefully, this trip isn’t all boring political shit.”

“Hopefully, you won’t run around causing drama,” Selene muttered. “We have to get to the Temple as quickly as possible, retrieve the Key, and get back to Cloudhawk. That’s the mission.”

“Cloudhawk said Radia’s under control, but there are still rebels. If I come across any, I intend to make meat paste with their bodies.” She nudged Spare with her elbow. “Right?”

Cloudhawk’s copy just shook his head helplessly.

Selene turned to Walrick. “Master Ana, I’m afraid simply appearing in Radia’s Temple will cause a stir. Perhaps you should go first and announce our arrival to the High Priest.”

There was a glimpse of embarrassment on his face. “That… I don’t believe the new High Priest has been selected yet.”

After a brief moment of confusion, they understood. Lucian Ambrose had been Highmorn’s High Priest – until he was killed by the Cloud God in their conflict with the Avatar. Since then, things had been turbulent in the Elysian realm. No replacement had been selected during this time of transition.

Walrick explained, “At present, the Temple has two Oracles and an Apostle. I’ll go ahead first and deliver the news of your arrival, then come and collect you.”

Nothing could be accomplished without following the rules. The Temple’s status might have declined with the collapse of faith, but they were still an organization built on precedent. Its priests and leaders were still its custodians. Although its external authority was no more, its internal strength remained.

If Cloudhawk wanted to get the realm’s full cooperation, he needed the Temple to come along. While he had control of the Elysian realms in theory, they were spread far and wide. Distance made some things impossible, and since each of these places had powerful citizens, it was wise to play nice.

He didn’t want to present himself as a conqueror or dictator. “Alright. Please let them know we’ve arrived, Master Anan.”

The Shepherd God opened her Boundary Portal without issue, and Walrick Anan walked through into his home town.



1 His name means “To Travel Through Clouds”. We know Anan means cloud. Walrick is a shortened version of Walarick, ancient Germanic for “powerful traveling king” - at least according to my source.
2 Interestingly, a baby hawk is called an eyas.

71 / The Trap


“We’ve been waiting for half an hour. Why isn’t he back yet?” Dawn was getting impatient. Something didn’t feel right. “Is that old man just fucking around? So unreliable… should we just go through and take a look?”

She wasn’t wrong. Why was it taking so long?

Autumn offered a reminder. “The Boundary Portal is connected to the other four realms, but since my realm’s collapse, the enchantment is only enough to cover the city. Its power wanes. If you wait much longer, the portal will close and can’t be opened again.”

“That settles it. Let’s go!” Under pressure of time, the remaining three members of the traveling party stepped through.

Just as they did, they felt the power of the portal falter. It blinked shut, leaving them in the heart of Radia’s Temple. But instead of the orderly room they expected, they found the Temple in a mess.

Cloudhawk scowled. “Something happened.”

Selene and Dawn smelled the cloying scent of blood in the air. Clearly, this place was awash in carnage. No wonder Master Anan had not returned – he must have run into trouble.

“Hey, hey! Cloudhawk! You’re Cloudhawk!”

A frantic voice called from the darkness of a nearby hallway. The sound of it made the hair on the back of their necks stand on end. By the sound of it, the voice belonged to a young man. One who sounded crazy.

Cloudhawk was on alert. “What are you so happy about?”

“I was wondering how I was going to get to your cesspit and kill you. Lo and behold! You walk right into Radia! Why shouldn’t I be thrilled? You destroyed this great Temple, so now you can be buried with it!”

Oh. A zealot – either of the Temple or of the gods. However, it was strange because Legion had been here not long ago. From the highest leaders to the smallest families, he was supposed to have had it under control.

He’d taken the Temple’s two Oracles, convinced them to comply, then let them loose. Legion had used extraordinary measures to make them obedient so that they could take control of the Temple. Obviously, it didn’t work, but why not?

A strange noise filled the chamber. Figures poured in from every direction.

Clerics in white robes and Templars in golden armor charged at them. Only, the look of them was off. Their flesh was swollen, and visible tumors bulged from beneath their skin like blood blisters. They looked horribly infected by some sort of fungus.

Leading them were the two Oracles.

What happened that turned the Oracles into these monstrosities? The young leaders were not weak, and defeating someone of their position with strength alone was difficult. Perhaps this was the result of some foul trick.

Cloudhawk didn’t make a move, only calling out to them. “You’ve prepared such a grand welcome. But you haven’t even told me who you are.”

“Apostle Zephon Allgood.”1

The insane chatter of his voice came again. The tumorous members of the Temple closed in and then, in grotesque fashion, began to swell. Skin began to split, and from the rent flesh poured out sickly black masses. At first glance, they looked like gore, but then they grew like cancer. It advanced so quickly that in the blink of an eye, they swallowed up their former hosts.

Hundreds of Temple faithful turned into a torrent of sick flesh that covered everything. Cloudhawk and the others felt like they’d been swallowed into the gullet of some monstrous thing. Dawn gaped in open shock. “What the fuck is this?!”

She watched in horror as human clerics were devoured by whatever plague this was. It used them as fuel to keep growing until this was the result. Now that they were surrounded by it, the sense of danger was palpable.

This wasn’t just flesh and blood. It was a highly energetic film that covered the area, making it advantageous terrain. In a similar fashion to Cloudhawk’s Cube, it created a sort of separate dimension, one Cloudhawk couldn’t teleport into or out of.

Selene shut her eyes. When they opened again, there was a flash of silver from the right. The future was unveiled before her.

“It’s going to explode!”

Sure enough, the tumorous growth continued to swell, and the three of them saw the walls closing in. At the same time, those lethal energy levels were rising.

BOOM!

Everything was released at once. It filled the pocket dimension it had created, sweeping through everything caught inside. With nowhere to escape, Cloudhawk’s body was ripped to pieces.

“Aahh-hahahah! I killed him! Killed him! He’s dead! Rot in hell, you filthy bastard!”

Insane laughter echoed through the Temple. But through his tears of joy, he saw the monstrous orb that covered the hall begin to shrink.

What? How?

Dawn had saved them at the crucial moment. All of a sudden, a large dragon scale emerged upon her towering armor. Just as the explosion was released, she threw down Selene and protected her with her body.

What followed was hard to believe.

Like an insatiable sponge, Dawn drew in all of the surrounding energy. She was unscathed.

“How did you do that?!” Zephon shrieked. Cloudhawk had been obliterated. How did these two wenches survive?

Under the Apostle’s command, bubbles of flesh rose and burst, aiming to blast the invaders apart. The power they released was incredible, but Dawn’s sturdy armor and the aid of the Abyssal Scale saved her life. Unfortunately, though, her experience with the relic was lacking. She couldn’t hold out forever.

“Bastard! Son of a bitch! He killed our spare!”

Anger flashed in Selene’s eyes. She pushed Dawn off of her and drew her resplendent weapon. As she leaped into the air, burning holy light radiated forth. She came down like a shooting star through the darkness.

From her hands birthed a dazzling slash of light and energy. It tore through the Temple chamber, and anything in its path was torn asunder. No blood seeped from the wound. Instead, it bubbled and dripped with black ichor. Half a second later, it reacted by detonating in a terrible and violent display.



1 “Secluded Unicorn.” The imagery is the important part here; unicorns are meant to indicate purity and untouched goodness. Secluded, hidden, but the character also means quiet. Thus, a protected, virtuous idol of purity. The names I chose were Zephon – a Hebrew variant name for quiet and also the name of an angel who sought Satan after his fall – and Allgood for obvious reasons.

72 / Super Duo


Dawn screamed at the top of her lungs. “Son of a bitch! The Spare’s dead!”

The Apostle’s attack was sudden and too much for Cloudhawk’s copy. Dawn was also caught inside, but the waves of explosive energy caused her no harm. The scales that now layered her armor absorbed the threat.

Her scales were not real scales, of course. They were a manifestation of the relic she was given, the protection of the Dragon God. The Abyssal Scale was one of the strongest defensive artifacts on record. Now that Dawn’s mental strength had reached nearly the rank of Master, she could withstand an attack two or even three times as powerful as what she’d faced.

And now she was pissed. This asshole killed her Cloudhawk doll!

Explosions continued to rage all around her. The world was a tumult of roaring energy and black winds, making it impossible to see her surroundings clearly. But even among the fog of battle, there was one thing she saw without issue. A streak of white light, constantly racing back and forth like a tornado.

Fast! Dawn watched Selene dash through the area like a bolt of lightning. In the blink of an eye, that one light became ten, then twenty, crisscrossing to form a great net. Her speed was unmatched, so fast that she could cut an enemy to pieces in a tenth of a second.

The Light God’s Sacred Flash was powerful and terrifying, but could not be sustained. Every time it was used, there was a period where it needed to recover.

Of course, Selene’s use of the skill was slow, relatively speaking. Dawn couldn’t see her form, but she could follow the trail of lights and trace her trajectory. In contrast, when the Light God used this power, even Cloudhawk didn’t know where the blow would land. He had to rely on his spatial abilities and luck to avoid being cut apart.

Despite this, Selene’s attack speed was frightening to behold. Slower than the Light God, she was instead capable of attacking in quick succession. An instant after the first attack landed, she moved on to the next. That’s how she was able to put on such a display.

How was she able to do it? On the one hand, it was because of her inherent strength. Mainly, though, it was due to her Holy Vestments. This wondrous relic, left to her by her father, stored mental energy. By tapping into it, she could expend tremendous amounts of energy in a very short period.

Selene didn’t need to recover and reset after an attack in order to use another. She was able to explode through the battlefield without the need to take a breath. Her brilliant crystal sword burned like a holy beacon back and forth across the chamber. Furthermore, she was deliberately holding back her full strength to conserve energy in exchange for the ability to deliver continuous attacks.

While the overall speed of the relic was reduced, its power was not. After all, Sublime Transcendence was a rare class of relic all its own. Even if she employed only a fraction of Sacred Flame, it was adding to an already lethal tool of destruction.

She got strong! Dawn’s expression was one of indignance and disquiet. She didn’t want to get shown up by this bitch!

“Don’t think I can’t find you!”

Through the Abyssal Seal, Dawn was able to sense the flows of mental energy. She followed them to the source – past the curtain of grotesque, tumorous flesh where the Apostle waited.

She shut her visor and lifted her hands. In the next moment, an intense vacuum force drew everything towards Dawn. All of the chaotic energy gathered around her as she transformed into a black hole.

Her appetite was insatiable. She attempted to gobble up every ounce of energy in the chamber, but it was too much. Still, she was prepared. A second power was activated, transforming the flows of power!

The Abyssal scale’s abilities were able to capture the ephemeral flows of energy, but her other relics turned it into something tangible. Dark mist condensed to form a crystallized layer that hugged her body like a second suit of armor.

Her appearance had changed completely. From head to toe, Dawn was encased in black crystal scales. She even had a long tail, giving her the appearance of a true dragon.

“Out of the way, Selene! Coming through!” Dawn bent down into a sprinter’s position.

Her Dawnbreaker armor activated, boosting her speed and impact force. Like a runaway train, she charged forward. At the same time, those black crystal scales she wore began to crack. Each time one broke open, it released a burst of energy, pushing her to move faster and gathering more kinetic energy until-

B-o-o-o-m…!

All obstacles were meaningless. She burst through anything in her path, including dozens of twisted clerics who exploded into bloody chunks. Strangely, her explosive charge did not spread out into the surroundings but was sucked up in the wake of her passage. A long stream of destructive energy was dragged along behind her like the tail of a comet. Bits of gore and people spun chaotically within.

“Quit fucking hiding!”

Dawn’s roar shook the chamber as she charged through. At such speeds, she crossed the distance in a blink, ultimately slamming into a shrine at one end. The energy tail that followed her caught up, and the resulting explosion ripped a hole through the entire structure.

As dust and rubble settled, Dawn clawed her way out from the mess she’d made. Her visor opened, revealing her fair-skinned face drenched with sweat. Her cheeks were pink from excitement and exertion, and a wide grin split her mouth. She hammered her breastplate with a fist and roared, “Bow before the invincible Dragon Woman!”

Woosh! A flash of light and Selene appeared by her side. Shoulder to shoulder, their contrast could not be further highlighted.

One held a delicate crystal sword and was wrapped in dancing folds of white. Aloof and imperious, she was like a goddess, gracing the earth with her presence. When she attacked, it was like an unyielding downpour.

The other was encased in frightening armor and brandished a hefty broadsword. Enormous, invulnerable, and unbreakable, she was an arrogant demon of annihilation. Nothing stood between her and the destruction she heralded.

“Brute force is useless. No matter how sturdy the turtle’s shell, it will eventually break. Combat required tactics and precision. Something you lack.” Selene glanced at her counterpart. “There is no strength that is invincible. But speed is unparalleled.”

“Bullshit!” Dawn spat. “It doesn’t matter how fast you are. I can stand still and wait for you to tire. Knock you flying with a single punch! This Dragon Lady will not be denied, and anyone who stands in my way will be ground to paste!”

Selene’s face adopted an arrogant disdain, and a silver light gleamed in her Eye. “Are you sure about that?”

Dawn was suddenly not so confident. This bitch had the Eye of Time and the Holy Vestments. If they really were forced to fight, she wasn’t sure she could beat her. Selene recognized the uncertainty and grinned in triumph.

“I might not be able to hit you, but you couldn’t do shit to me either,” Dawn countered. “My defenses have always been strong, and now I’ve got the Abyssal Scale. Sturdiest in our alliance, without question. That fuckin sword of yours is like a feather. You got nothing.”

Selene narrowed her eyes and tightened her grip on Sublime Transcendence. “Should we test that theory?”

“Let’s fuckin’ go!” Dawn slammed down her visor and pulled her shoulders back, as immovable as a mountain. She was supremely confident in her defenses, so much so that she was sure she had no equal.

As the two women squared off, there was one man who watched in astonishment. Were they stupid? Did they forget what was happening?

It was more accurate to say that neither Selene nor Dawn paid this “Apostle” any mind as a threat. Their unscrupulous bickering was more important than him. But he’d watched Cloudhawk get blown apart! Yet they didn’t seem to care about that either.

After a moment’s thought, it occurred to him that if these two women were so powerful, Cloudhawk had to be even more so. They were, after all, his subordinates. Their leader couldn’t have been eliminated so easily. Something wasn’t right!

When he realized it, Apostle Zephon Allgood was both angry and ashamed.


73 / Zephon, The Angel of Death


The Highest authority in any temple was the High Priest. Ranking below them was the Apostle, Oracles, and finally the Grand Prior.

The last three were equal in standing. Often, they were chosen as candidates for the position of High Priest when it became available. Typically, the Grand Prior was considered last, given their military focus. Apostles, on the other hand, were chosen only during special periods and thus were often seen to hold higher authority than Oracles.

Apostles were different from other members of the Temple because they were given the opportunity to accept a fraction of a god’s power. The power they wielded wasn’t because of their title but because of what it implied – that they were the chosen favorite of a god.

In this way, Zephon and Selene were similar. Once, Selene was called the Apostle of her Temple back in Skycloud.

At the time, Ramiel Caelestis had foreseen the threat Arcturus Cloude would pose. The governor was too powerful and could not be contained. He had hoped to elevate Selene, installing her as a check against her uncle. It was for this reason that she was given the power of the God King, the Temple’s greatest secret.

Zephon Allgood was elected as Highmorn’s Apostle. He had become an outstanding member of the realm before the age of forty – a unique talent, a rare gem even among the very best of his generation. Eventually, he was chosen by the High Priest and groomed as a likely replacement.

He had been a fine choice. Both in strength and devotion, he was unrivaled in Highmorn. His greatest obstacle was a lack of notable service, but that wasn’t insurmountable. Lucian Ambrose’s plan was to cultivate his abilities and reputation over time, until eventually, it came time for the mantle to be passed.

Alas, things changed. A series of unforeseen events occurred that Zephon was not prepared for. Among them was the death of High Priest Lucian. It was a terrible, unbearable tragedy.

Suddenly, Zephon had lost the foundation his life was built on. Since Apostles had no official power in the Temple, and since he had no accomplishments to tout, he found himself in an awkward position. The only option he saw as a way out of this predicament was to complete his inheritance as soon as possible.

He had to get stronger. If he wielded more of his god’s power, he could maintain his elevated status as Apostle. To accomplish this, he locked himself away to complete the ritual. His voluntary cloister lasted six months.

Zephon achieved his goal. He received the legacy of the god, but he got more than he bargained for.

What Selene took from Skycloud’s Temple was a fraction of the God King’s power – a drop in the bucket to the mighty being. Of course, the nature of this power, the power over time, was special. It highly empowered Selene’s abilities.

Zephon acquired a great deal of power from another high-ranking god. Even if sacrifice was necessary, power was worth it. The mental energies he was awarded surpassed Selene’s and turned him into the realm’s mightiest demon hunter.

At last, Zephon thought, the power he wielded would demand obedience. Only, he emerged from his seclusion to find the world had changed again. The foreign monster named Cloudhawk, despite being in the weaker position, had destroyed Sky Fortress and defeated four Supreme Gods. All the realms – leaderless and defeated – chose to join the demon’s side. Even Highmorn.

Wolfblade’s agents had come. From the highest Temple authority to the lowest noble family, all paid lip service to the Green Alliance. What did Zephon’s struggles count for now? What was the point of his sacrifice when everyone he knew fought for the enemy? Even the Temple that he gave up everything for had now abandoned its faith and was only exiting with just its name.

If Zephon utilized his power to take control of the Temple, what purpose would it serve? In the face of these terrible events, there arose a surge of anger and helplessness Zephon could not control.

Renegades! Blasphemers! All of them! They turned their backs on the gods and should all die in the cruelest fashion he could imagine!

Previously, Zephon was an intelligent and tolerant man. But at that moment, he felt a murderous lust rise within him that he could not withstand. He did not know that it was the cost of giving himself up to the power of the gods.

Upon accepting the power of the gods, his will was supplanted by another’s.

In other words, Zephon could not betray the gods any more than he could become a star in the sky. Betrayal was impossible. Any potential threat to the divine was seen as a personal affront that had to be brutally crushed. This bone-deep desire to purge the unbelievers did not come from him, but Zephon had no choice but to obey.

So, he began to act.

Believing his powers to be beyond reproach, Zephon was certain only a few within the city could stand in his way. They had all bowed to pressure and joined Cloudhawk. It stood to reason, then, that if he wanted to eliminate the threat to his home, he had to eliminate Cloudhawk. To do that, there were a number of obstacles that first had to be dealt with.

Zephon opened the cache of the Temple wherein he knew a great artifact to be stored. The Star of Dark Omens.

It was a relic from the Great War that once belonged to a demon elder called “The Plaguebearer”. Upon his death, the item was taken, and for countless years, it was stored within Highmorn’s Temple. Only a handful knew of its existence.

Zephon only learned of it when reading through ancient texts. A tool that manipulated the power of darkness – exactly the power Zephon commanded. Under his authority as Apostle, he ordered the relic to be unsealed. What followed was an unmitigated destruction that no one could flee from.

The Star of Dark Omens was as powerful as it was horrific.

It was not deadly in its own right, but it did grant the bearer command over a sort of disease. This pestilence infected a host without their knowledge, then siphoned the victim’s own mental energy to help it grow. It flourished, until in the end, tumorous growths swelled and exploded.

The walking corpses Dawn and Selene had encountered were what remained of these poor souls. Wholly infected by the Star’s curse, they were under Zephon’s control. Walking bombs, empowered by Zephon’s mental power.

He was not only capable of telling them where to go, but could also cause them to explode at will. A tremendous and disgusting release of power with a wide area of effect that killed even powerful warriors.

Wholly taken by the will of the gods, Zephon purged the Temple of anyone he deemed unfaithful. But that wasn’t enough. He had to expand his army of walking bombs, then point them at Cloudhawk. Yet, in another unforeseen turn of fate, Cloudhawk and two of his agents walked right into his arms.

What followed was the incredible display put on by Dawn and Selene.

Zephon was no ordinary man. He bore strength equivalent to a god’s – the very best he’d ever met! However, these two women paid him as much mind as they would a petulant child. How could he not be furious at their disrespect?

“Die!”

Zephon thrust forth a hideous-looking relic, a black ball bristling with spikes. At first glance, it looked somewhat like a sea urchin, except for the faint purple light at the tip of every spike. The power it released was filled with savage promise.


74 / Two on One


Dawn and Selene pulled their eyes away from one another long enough to recognize the young man running towards them.

This was Zephon Allgood?

The Apostle had a head of wild hair and a face twisted from madness. He flung a spiked ball wrapped in purple light into the air, which quickly spat out a thick purple mist. In no time, it swallowed up half the chamber.

“Stupid women, your conceit has sealed your fate!” The crazed man disappeared into the choking fog.

“You worthless little shit. See what real power looks like!” Dawn’s armor blazed like a star.

She drew back, ready to charge into the mist and trample the idiot to death, but Selene called out to stop her. “No, don’t rush in. This isn’t a normal fog. Look closely.”

Dawn obliged. What she noticed was that, like water dripping on a sponge, the fog seemed to seep into the stone floor. Those stones then turned a sickly black hue, softened, and started to squirm like living diseased flesh. As she watched, hideous growths started to swell in uneven patches.

If she ran headlong into the mist, she would have been similarly infected. Zephon’s power wasn’t restricted to just contaminating living things, but inanimate objects and energy as well.

Selene was cautious and meticulous by nature. She wouldn’t risk betting her constitution against this strange power. “We don’t know how this Zephon managed to capture the Temple, but he did. He shouldn’t be underestimated.”

“This fucking coward can only win by underhanded means.” Dawn was annoyed by his craven tactics. “You think this bullshit will stop me? I’ll tear him to fuckin’ pieces. Don’t get in my way!”

Dawn was certain she was unstoppable. What was there to be afraid of? She had her Dawnbreaker armor, improved by Cloudhawk himself! It was an unbreakable defensive relic that was further strengthened by the Abyssal Scale. She could shrug off any attack. What did this pissant’s little smoke bomb matter?

But as she was getting ready to enter the fog, a host of figures could be seen moving towards them from the hallways. It was a huge mob, perhaps hundreds of infected clergy. Beneath their saintly clothes or glittering armor were undulating growths of black flesh. They were so thick that hardly any human features were visible anymore. Like unstable sacks, they shambled forward, ready to blow at any moment.

“More of these corpses? If this attack was of any use, it would have killed us earlier.” Dawn scowled at the scene. “Can’t this asshole be more creative? This is getting boring.”

Hideous cries from contaminated throats closed in from all sides. Although they no longer had the power of thought, they were still quick. Like insects, they scrambled along the walls and ceiling towards the two women.

As Dawn readied herself to defend, she noticed that, in fact, they weren’t running at her. Instead, they were running past them, into the mist where Zephon lurked.

“The fuck?”

“His power is spreading fast. His mental energy is about the same as ours, and he’s using it to contaminate everything, even the air. We’re going to get swallowed up.” Selene utilized the power of her Eye to survey the situation. “Dawn – stop the corpses from entering the mist. Don’t let them near Zephon.”

“Easy! Watch this.” Dawn held Terrangelica high and shoved it into the ground. The floor around them collapsed. Under the weight of immense gravitational power, stone cracked and compressed. For a thousand meters in all directions, gravity increased a hundredfold.

The waves of shambling corpses hit the ground. Most were pinned and couldn’t move, but a handful managed to pass into the mist.

“AAARRGGHH!!” A hideous, inhuman cry emerged from the darkness. From within, they could see glimpses of some nightmarish creature looming five to six meters tall. Its body was a mass of tumors, cysts, and boils. Extra limbs and several heads flopped impotently at odd angles like some monstrosity stitched together from a dozen bodies.

Selene’s Eye gleamed with silver light. She’d seen this coming. “He’s able to gather corrupted energy around himself. If we let him absorb the other corpses, there’s no way we’ll stop him.”

“Then we just get rid of them!”

Dawn heaved and pushed Terrangelica deeper into the ground. Gravity increased to ten thousand times normal, causing the entire floor to sink several inches. Even the strongest martial warriors would be crushed, if caught off guard. These infected bodies were weak already, so they burst like ripe tomatoes run over by a truck.

“Is that all of them?” Dawn looked around. None of the bodies were rising.

There was another flash from Selene’s Eye. “No, not yet. Watch out!”

A keen light blasted from her and caught Zephon’s transformed body at the waist. She was too fast, giving him no opportunity to dodge.

As she did, the bodies Dawn had squished seeped into the ground. They drained through the cracks, leaving behind a gory mess that carpeted the entire chamber in carnage.

“You cannot defeat me!”

Zephon had become a monster of limbs and heads. It stood among the chamber of putrid flesh with its feet buried in the muck. All of the corrupted energy was being gathered and siphoned through its legs.

Luckily, Selene’s attack had cut him in half. Although Zephon could not be killed by an attack like this while in this form, it did temporarily stop him from gathering any more energy.

“What the actual fuck is this?”

Dawn tread on the blanket of squishy, sick flesh beneath her feet. Tentacles grew from it and groped at her, looking for gaps in her armor. Luckily, Dawnbreaker was completely sealed, allowing no purchase for them to hold. Foiled, they instead slapped and pawed at her, hoping to corrode the relic.

Zephon’s power filled the entire area, a repulsive influence that exemplified death. Even a relic like Dawn’s could not resist forever. Eventually, even it would fall to corruption.

Her hands were still wrapped around Terrangelica, shoved deep into the ground. Black tentacles reached up to her waist, and her armor had begun to sizzle.

Selene continued her onslaught. Using the power of her Eye and her superior speed, she cut into Zephon’s body unceasingly. Each attack carved away some of the power he’d gathered, and with each second, he was losing ground.

But that was merely on the surface!

Everything around them was corrupted now. It was like they were caught in the belly of a giant creature and Zephon was in control of it all. He was master of this ghastly domain. There was no end to the tools at his disposal.

Here, he was unkillable. The world of gore and pestilence steadily fed him power. Meanwhile, Dawn’s defenses were under assault, and Selene’s powers were being tested. As strong as these two women were, they had met the wrong foe in the wrong terrain. They were caught in Zephon’s deadly grasp.


75 / Unity in Opposition


Zephon’s legs were fused to the ground like tree trunks. Although his transformed body had been cut to pieces by Selene’s brutal attacks, it had caused no substantial damage. Under the dark blessing of his relic, Zephon’s body joined with the widespread contagion. The only way to kill him was complete annihilation.

Selene’s attacks were mighty, but he was bolstered by the sick energies swirling through the area. There were many side effects to using the Star of Dark Omens, but by corrupting hundreds of acolytes, he strengthened himself to a tremendous degree.

Even Cloudhawk would have a hard time against him, so what hope did Selene and Dawn have?

The Apostle’s twisted voice ranted, “I will give you a painful death! It’s what all blasphemers deserve!”

Selene, soaring through the air, glared at him with cold disregard. “You think you can?”

Silver gleamed in her Eye, and she was on the move again. Sublime Transcendence became a beacon of fire as it suddenly became several dozen angry slashes, carving through the fog like a knife through butter. Once again, Zephon felt its bite.

But it made no difference. He was a part of the contagion, fed by the poisonous energy. There was no weak point for Selene to exploit. Each time she cut him down, the sea of gore remade his body.

She kept trying regardless. There was no such thing as limitless power. There had to be a way to stop the regeneration. If she could do damage faster than he could recover, the Apostle’s body would eventually fail.

Her sword kept dancing, leaving behind a brilliant tail. Under the oppressive, dazzling light, Zephon’s body was withering away. Even if Selene’s onslaught did not destroy him, it would surely cause great damage if left unchecked. He roared in pain and protested.

Did she think she could defeat him by herself? Dawn wouldn’t let it happen. With a heart full of disquiet, she told herself that this was a foe they found together. She couldn’t let this bitch get all the glory!

Dawn took a moment to inspect their surroundings and get a handle on the situation. It was a world of sick flesh leaking foul fluid, undulating like the innards of some dying creature. Everything it touched was corrupted and its energies fed to Zephon.

If they wanted to kill him, then the method was simple. Cut him off from the energy!

As her mind raced, planning the next move, Dawn’s armor had started to blacken. Malignant flesh had started to wrap her up. Thankfully, her armor was completely sealed. Otherwise, she would already be infected.

“Get the fuck off me!”

With a roar, her armor blazed to life, and she lurched forward. Tearing from the fleshy bonds, she dashed ahead but quickly found her power waning after only a few steps. Black tentacles wrapped her up once again.

Shit. Instead of breaking free, she was even more entangled! When she tried to use her armor’s power, the film of diseased flesh covering her quickly corrupted it.

At the same time, Selene’s attacks had begun to slow. Even though Zephon had been chopped down to less than one meter, he still refused to die. Surrounding energies were keeping him alive and making him stronger. He was like a tumor that was still growing.

He felt like he could breathe a little easier. These women were strong, and under normal circumstances, he likely couldn’t beat one of them, let alone two. Thankfully, the Temple was his home turf. They’d walked into the heart of where he was strongest.

“You’re done!” The pieces of his body gathered back together, forming a two-meter-tall monstrosity. Now that his attackers had reached their limits, it was time for a counterattack.

But were they really at their wit’s end? Zephon underestimated what they were capable of.

Selene gazed at the two-meter-tall orb of undulating flesh. The silver light in her right eye was unassuming, but it heralded a magnificent power. She could see the movement of all things, knew what they would do before they did.

The flow of time began to change.

Selene attacked with renewed vigor, as fast as before. In fact, everything around him had accelerated to incredible speeds. No… that wasn’t right. Things weren’t moving faster. He was moving slower.

Blood vessels burst in Selene’s Eye, a side-effect of the relic’s power. For a short time, she would be unable to use it again. But that didn’t matter – she’d already achieved her goal. Around Zephon, time was under her control.

Her control over time was not strong, but by pushing the Eye to its limit, she could even turn back the clock on a small scale. Against Zephon, however, this was unnecessary. Instead, her powers manipulated how time moved in this space. To him, it crawled along at one-fifth the normal speed. To his eyes, it was like the world sped along around him.

Then, it was Dawn’s turn to act!

All of the diseased skin clinging to her solidified, like fragile black ice. Light as bright as the sun bloomed from it, blinding everything within a dozen meters before detonating. The skin was reduced to atoms.

“Let’s turn it all to stone!”

Dawn stepped out into the center of the chamber and thrust Terrangelica deep into the flesh. A formless power was injected into it, spreading in all directions. Suddenly, all the wriggling meat turned to crystal. Groping tentacles froze solid mid-swipe.

“Boom.”

At her command, the crystal released all of its energy. The explosion ripped through the Temple like a tidal-wave, swell after swell that threatened to rip the entire structure apart.

Zephon’s twisted face revealed terror. “That’s the High Priest’s power...”

He was right. Dawn’s ability to convert energy came from a treasured Highmorn relic. With it, she had annihilated Zephon’s fleshy domain. No more infected clerics remained, so he had no way to bring it back.

In a flash, ten consecutive strikes bit into his body! Zephon’s form sloughed to the ground in bloody chunks, and emerging from it was a spike-covered black ball. The Star of Dark Omens, as though it had a mind of its own, quickly began to roll towards an exit.

“Where the fuck you think you’re going?”

Dawn thrust her hand towards Selene, whose white clothing became enveloped in fine scales. She felt invigorated, infused with power. The Dragon God’s relic didn’t just absorb mental energy, after all. It could also gift it to another.

“Quick, stop it!”

Selene reacted immediately. A column of brilliant energy fired from her sword into the relic. With a thunderous crack, it broke in half.

Shrill howls arose from all directions. The chunks of diseased flesh that remained liquid splattered across the area like a foul rain. Without the star to keep him alive, Zephon’s brutalized body did not recover. He died in agony, splashed against the Temple floor.

“Done.”

Selene floated to the ground. Although the surroundings were filthy, there was not a blemish on her resplendent clothes. The only stain was a single rivulet of blood that dripped from her right eye. It carved a crimson line down her pale face, adding to her domineering charm.

Thud, thud, thud, thud! Dawn stomped over to her, opening her faceplate. She glanced at the broken Star of Dark Omens. “Who told you to break it? That thing is definitely valuable.”

Selene’s response was tepid. “If you’re looking for someone to blame, blame yourself. I hit stronger than expected after you intervened.”

Dawn’s face turned as red as a tomato. She helped this bitch and here she was blaming her?!

“No more nonsense, we have a mission. Let’s find the Key and return it to Cloudhawk.”

Dawn could only huff in response.

It was an unexpected fight they’d stumbled into, but it was a fine opportunity to test their newfound strength. They figured out how to cooperate, at least a little, and both women learned valuable lessons.


76 / Preparing to Work


Dawn and Selene returned to Greenland and delivered their report.

Cloudhawk was surprised by what he learned. “I had a feeling something was off in Highmorn, but not something like this. Luckily, I sent you two, so there are no consequences for me to worry about. What is the situation there now?”

“We scoured the Temple and didn’t find any sympathizers. It looks like Zephon was probably working alone. Dead as a doornail now. You don’t need to worry about it,” Dawn said. “We hardly broke a sweat dealing with the cockroach.”

Selene furtively cast a belittling glance at her compatriot. The blond bimbo was very fond of talking herself up. Egotistical bitch.

If they hadn’t worked together, they would have died in Highmorn. Things would have only gotten much worse from there. It was also thanks to the relics Cloudhawk had given them. He was unconcerned for their safety because he knew the sort of power they wielded.

“The survivors?”

“Less than half of the Temple’s people made it. We found them in the prison, including Master Anan.” Dawn scowled. “He’s supposed to be a Master Demon Hunter. Got caught right away. We brought him back with us.”

Cloudhawk rose to his feet. “Bring me to him.”

He was led into the subspace cube where Hellflower and Belial were treating Walrick Anan’s wounds. The mighty demon hunter was a frail old man now, with a body covered in hideous black growth. They were so numerous that no inch of healthy flesh remained.

He was awake and greeted Cloudhawk with an ashamed expression. “I’m sorry. I was cocky, unprepared for what was in the Temple. I didn’t think we’d be walking into a trap.”

Cloudhawk nodded to show he held nothing against him. He then asked the others, “What’s it look like?”

Hellflower adjusted her goggles. “No lethal danger at the moment. However, I am curious why Master Anan wasn’t just killed. There had to be a reason to keep him alive like… this.”

It certainly wasn’t a sign of mercy from Zephon. He’d lost his mind. Under the domination of a god, he showed no quarter – especially not to a deserter.

“Simple. Ammunition.” Belial, in his human form, had taken up post here as a scientist and researcher. “The Star of Dark Omens continuously corrupts any living thing it touches. As you can imagine, this causes terrible trauma to the body. The Star’s power rapidly extracts all potential from living tissue, ultimately resulting in exhaustion and death.”

In other words, the contaminated clerics Dawn and Selene saw in the Temple were already doomed. Zephon didn’t turn them into walking bombs right away. He had to wait for the contagion to spread. Once they were “primed”, he could use them as weapons.

“Once the transformation has begun, there is no reversing it. Luckily, Walrick wasn’t completely contaminated. After a few days, he should be back to normal.”

This took Hellflower by surprise. “How do you know that?”

“Because I made the relic that did this to him.”

Cloudhawk might have figured. The Star of Dark Omens was a demon elder’s relic. Belial, being Gehenna’s chief artisan, was probably responsible for creating all sorts of terrible weapons.

“Where is this relic? Sounds like it could be useful.” Hellflower was visibly excited by the prospect of studying the Star. It was completely different from any other relic she knew. Not overtly destructive, but practically impossible to defend against. Perhaps it could be abused to make the weak strong – it was especially suitable for someone with minimal power like Hellflower.

Cloudhawk looked pointedly at Dawn and Selene.

They both shifted awkwardly. Cloudhawk watched Dawn produce the broken pieces and place it on a table. He was surprised that they had managed to destroy it in the first place. These ladies had gotten strong.

He then turned to Belial. “Can it be fixed?”

The demon frowned. “Hard to say. I can try.”

It was what it was. Cloudhawk left the two in charge of the wounded. They were the experts, after all, especially Belial with his rich experience with relics.

“We got a little carried away and broke that relic, but we did complete our mission.” Dawn was eager to save face. She fished out a second item and handed it over. It looked like a pendant. “This is the Key.”

The Key. A simple name for a simple-looking item.

It appeared to be made of a colorless crystal hanging on a white thread. Around the edges were several gemstones. Looking into the heart of the pendant, it was like staring into the night sky, with the starry contents constantly swirling.

Cloudhawk could feel waves of spatial power wafting from it. Without question, it was a relic that bore dimensional power.

He held it in his hand and looked the item over. He reached into it with his senses and listened to its patterns, trying to learn how it worked. He sensed the power of every relic as a particular resonance. If he could understand the vibration, he could understand the secrets of the relic.

Dawn couldn’t contain her curiosity. “Well? Can you use it?”

Selene was also interested. She didn’t know how this small relic could extract thousands of tons of crystal from beneath the Cursed Desert. It seemed impossible, even if Cloudhawk had help.

He didn’t answer. Cloudhawk merely lifted his hand with the pendant wrapped around his wrist. A strange light glowed within the gems, too fast for Dawn to react.

Space shimmered, and in a blink, Dawn found herself… somewhere else.

She’d experienced teleportation before, but in times past, there was a process to it. She knew when it was happening. This time, though, it was almost instantaneous. By the time she realized what happened, it was already done.

Dawn and Selene had swapped places. This was the power of the Key, shifting location between two things. The more similar their sizes and masses, the easier it was to perform.

“I was right, but we must first prepare.”

Before they could move the Source, Cloudhawk had to find something of similar mass to swap it with. Not an easy task for something fifty kilometers around.

Hellflower piped up. “The southeastern side of the capital hugs an underground mountain range. We can try to complete the transference from there.”


77 / A Sensational Feat


Beneath the city, planners had discovered a massive underground layer of rock whose size and composition were different from its surroundings. It was transferred here a thousand years ago, during the cataclysm that broke the earth. It was also the most suitable thing they could use to exchange for the desert’s Source.

In the early morning, people began to gather.

The Shepherd God spread her enchantments to temporarily cover the entire capital. The realm’s strongest were strategically positioned, and all the capital’s defensive towers were activated. The capital was on high alert, and all the citizens gathered in open spaces to avoid any possible danger.

Azura and her fellow students were helping the soldiers maintain order. By now, the students had all been given formal appointments as Greenland Awakened. They weren’t given posts on the front lines, but they did have responsibilities around the city.

“What’s going on?”

“We’re not going to war, are we?”

“Nonsense. I heard Cloudhawk is preparing to bring a huge treasure to Greenland. If he succeeds, we won’t have to worry about resources anymore.”

“Such a treasure exists? Impossible.”

“...”

Curiosity and rumors about what was coming were rampant.

“Quiet!”

A small figure approached, draped in a cloak that was a little too big for her. Her shoulder-length hair was tied up in a ponytail, and three swords were strapped to her back. In her hands was an exorcist bow. Her face was a picture of determination and valor.

Everyone stood a little straighter. Everyone listened to and respected Azura. There was every reason why they should.

With her talents, she had already surpassed Greenland Institute’s chief instructor, Claudia Lunae. She was widely accepted as the school’s best, not least because she was known to routinely defeat veteran demon hunters twice her age.

Skycloud’s most famous talents – people like Arcturus and Selene – hadn’t shown as much promise at her age. But more than that, the leadership qualities she showed were amazing. With an innate charm and gravitas, people were drawn to her command.

She had been given the post of deputy-commander of the Goshawks. She was responsible for keeping a special unit of young soldiers numbering in the hundreds under control. Ordinarily, she was responsible for giving them tasks and overseeing their training. Her team had already begun to develop a good reputation.

Among the younger generation, she was the closest to matching Cloudhawk’s potential. War was coming, and they needed to be ready, but it seemed like the next generation would easily match the one before it. Since Azura was also Cloudhawk’s sole disciple, it was widely assumed she would take on the mantle of alliance leadership one day.

She shouted at them, “Remember your orders.”

“Yes, ma’am!” they shouted. “Protect the citizens! Protect Greenland!” Her soldiers stared straight ahead with firm expressions.

Overhead, several airships floated like clouds.

They came from the Elysian realms, the wastelands, Woodland Vale, and Meadow. Armies from everywhere. Dawn stood within the bridge of the flagship, staring out across the horizon. Everyone was gathered to witness the scene.

She cast her eyes down to the ground. Her voice rang out, amplified by a loudspeaker. “I am Dawn Polaris, governor of the Southern Capital. Everyone, evacuate the area immediately. Again, clear the area!”

“I know you are curious to see what follows. Remember, what you are about to witness is proof of the crimes the gods have committed against our species. Remember what our leader, Cloudhawk, has done to protect us. What we are about to accomplish will affect us all.”

“Today, we will see another miracle on our path to freedom.”

Azura’s eyes were fixed on the horizon. She could feel the hum of relics growing stronger. Straight ahead was a group of mighty warriors, all of which she looked up to. Every one of them was a hero in their own right.

Azura wasn’t ready to join their ranks yet, but she was confident that she would one day. Sometime in the not too distant future, she could become an important pillar of this world they were building. She was sure of it.

Behind her were scores of troops and civilians who had been evacuated from the site.

Times had changed dramatically in a very short time. Everyone was less sensitive to the news of the times. Citizens and soldiers alike only understood fragments of what was going on, but they were ready to face the future all the same.

Cloudhawk’s defeat of the four Supremes already seemed like a distant legend. Word of the encroaching divine army had spread, but they didn’t realize how serious that was. They were confident that Cloudhawk would see them through.

In times of peace and times of war, citizens lived different lives from their leaders. Ordinary folk were like little fish, swept along with the tides. Only the mighty among them had the power to change how the current flowed.

That was why the life of a commoner was peaceful and satisfying. Although they weren’t in complete control of their lives and couldn’t change the future, they could at least accept it as it was. Without this responsibility, they could live in peace. It was the sort of life Cloudhawk had always wished to live.

Unfortunately for him, Cloudhawk could never outrun his destiny. There was no such thing as peaceful seclusion, not for him. Instead, he had created a peaceful land for thousands of others. He had to sigh at the machinations of fate.

Thud, thud, thud, thud!

“Everyone, at the ready!” Azura felt the ground tremble beneath her feet. She raised her hand high in preparation. “We’re about to start!”

As soon as the shaking began, it quickly picked up in intensity.

Azura felt a pressure descend. A strong wind blew past and struck her like a wall. She teetered back but kept her footing. At this moment, out beyond the border of the Southern Capital, a bubble expanded into view. In no time at all, it had spread across several kilometers.

Most of the bubble was below the surface, so vision alone couldn’t reveal the scale. All they could see was the air within the bubble shifting strangely. Bolts of lightning crashed together inside, spewing waterfalls of sparks.

Even from this distance, Azura was struck by how much power was within it.

Suddenly, there was a light as bright as the sun. Through squinting eyes, Azura saw the desert undulating like the surface of a lake. The entire area around the bubble collapsed, and the area within heaved upwards a thousand meters.

A huge burst of energy spread through the ground, spawning waves of seismic activity. Like a stone dropped into a puddle, people watched in awe as the landscape was fundamentally altered. Huge plumes of sand were spat into the sky, temporarily turning day into night.

The violent earthquakes continued for a time before eventually subsiding.

Greenland was protected by the God Tree’s enchantment, further supported by the power of several powerful demon hunters and Awakened. No one was in danger of being injured by the dramatic display.

Citizens and soldiers alike stared wide-eyed and open-mouthed. Azura, Gabriel, Barb, and others watched in utter disbelief. They could hardly imagine the breadth of power needed to accomplish such a thing!

But Cloudhawk had done it. He’d really done it.

Over the distance of thousands of kilometers, he brought a grand treasure right to their doorstep. With the Source, they could power their war against the gods and catapult their species to prosperity.

The sky was dark.

Like the explosion of a nuclear bomb or a massive meteor impact, huge plumes of dust and sand were thrown into the air. For a long time, they spread out like a blanket, concealing the sun and covering the city in darkness.

But that wasn’t a bad omen. It was a grand sign. Cloudhawk had brought the Source to them. With this wealth of power, people could create whatever they wished. There would never be a shortage of resources ever again.
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Just as the southern wastes were being transformed, a massive pit appeared in the Cursed Desert as well. Kesjir vanished entirely, tumbling into the sandy depths. The surrounding dunes poured in like waterfalls. From this point forward, the Cursed Desert would be nothing but a huge, dead expanse.

The world’s landscape was changed. Earthquakes shuddering through the area were felt as far away as Stormford.

Overhead were hundreds of airships, watching the display. Those aboard were astounded by Cloudhawk’s power. Who would believe that a single man could transport something the size of a city, practically across the entire world!? But that is exactly what had happened.

It was an act that was bound to be remembered forever. The witnesses stared at the silent, sandy basin where an oasis once stood. It was all that remained of the miracle.

This was bound to mark a turning point. What happened here was vitally important to humanity, and to the survival of their planet.


78 / Completing the Mission


“All done?”

Selene walked over a shattered scryspire. These tools broke like this when their capabilities were exceeded. As the trembling earth quieted, she knew that Cloudhawk’s goal had been achieved.

“I’ll look.” Selene jumped into the broken tower.

Inside, she saw Cloudhawk, drained of all his strength. He was lying on his back and panting like a dog whipped to within an inch of its life. He felt drained and spent, unable to move a single hair.

“Fuck… Belial, that asshole. He didn’t… say it would be this… tiring. I felt like… I almost exploded.” Cloudhawk groaned between deep breaths. “Help me up.”

He’d succeeded in exchanging two truly massive items. The Source was highly energetic, massive in scale but relatively light in mass. As a result, it strongly resisted his attempts to move it. It took Cloudhawk all of his strength to hold out, but in the end, luck was on his side.

Selene carefully lifted him up so he could rest against her. He was drenched in sweat, his black hair stuck to his pale face. As always, his dark eyes glimmered with mischievous power, like tunnels to a distant light.

Her eyes housed a mixture of bitterness and loss. As Selene gently wiped away the sweat from his brow, there was a rare moment of tenderness from this typically aloof beauty. The warmth from her soft touch brought him back to years ago. He took her by the wrist and said, “Don’t worry. I didn’t push too hard. There was no danger.”

“You’ve always loved the desperate gambit.”

“It’s the only thing that’s kept me alive this long.”

The two shared a laugh. He wasn’t in a hurry to get up, so the two remained in their solitude for a little while. He pressed his back against her and felt the soft threads of her hair tickling his neck. He looked out across the barren horizon.

“What are you thinking?”

“Oh… I’m just thinking, this place would look beautiful if it were green again.”

Selene nodded. “Yeah. It’s been dead a long time, but I don’t think it will be like this forever.”

A new life…

Cloudhawk raised his head, looking up at the sky as though he could see through it to the distant universe beyond. Towards the hostile enemy that approached.

The gods were so strong. It seemed like if they wanted to destroy this planet, it would be as easy as turning over one’s hand.

Yet, for some reason, they couldn’t. They needed Cloudhawk. If the God King’s words were to be believed, he represented something special.

“I don’t know why, but when I encountered the God King… I felt the same way I did the first time I met Arcturus.”

“How so?”

“The God King doesn’t want to kill me. At least not right now.”

“Why not?” Selene’s face had hardened when she heard the old governor’s name.

“I can’t say for sure. It’s… waiting for something. Waiting for me to grow. It doesn’t make any sense to me. It’s the master of time. What else could it be trying to achieve?”

Selene replied, “I don’t think you need to trouble yourself over it. We know very little about that creature. Its motives are a mystery, which is not surprising for something so strong. Right now, we should focus on the things we can control, like preparing for this war.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

Eventually, others came to check on them. Belial made his report. “Kesjir is gone. All of the Source has been transferred here successfully.”

“We’re receiving information from the capital,” Hellflower added. “There was a significant earthquake spanning 250 kilometers, but it passed quickly. There is now a massive crystal – you succeeded. We can begin mining the Source right away.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “What were people’s reactions?”

“Disbelief that you actually did it,” Hellflower replied, there was a look of surprise on her pretty features. “We now have a massive, almost inexhaustible source of energy. It will make everything easier. Everyone who saw it will know this and follow you anywhere.”

Source. A crystal, inundated with mental power. The energy it held was the power of creation. In theory, if one possessed enough mental energy, one possessed anything. Source was the key, a universal currency! It could be exchanged for whatever they needed.

Of course, the prerequisite was that they had someone who knew how to use it. After all, Source didn’t come from a person. What it could accomplish might be different from what a demon hunter could summon.

“Let’s take a look.”

Aside from his attack on Sanctuary, this was Cloudhawk’s greatest miracle. He knew how awesome the accomplishment was, but he wanted to see it with his own eyes. By the time they reached the Southern Capital, he had mostly recovered.

The citizens of the capital, on the other hand, were still reeling from the spectacle. The army made sure things didn’t get too out of hand, and most were now back in their homes or districts. There were still many airships in the sky above, floating lazily around the massive crystal that had appeared to the southwest of the city.

It was a towering plateau, several thousand meters high. It caught the sunlight and glittered alluringly like some sort of divine palace. One could faintly see the spirits winding within the crystal.

At a glance, the Source was long and flat, roughly oval in shape. Roughly eighty percent was buried underground, but even so, it was a mountainous structure on the border of the city. The process of transferring it and the warping of space had caused the crystal to crack. Massive pieces were tumbling free and littering the surrounding area.

Airships shuttled back and forth, snatching up these fragments and moving them into the city. From this point on, Greenland would never have to worry about production or defense. One of these chunks was enough to provide for the city’s millions of inhabitants, at least for a little while. The trouble came in the knowledge of what this power represented. It came from the suffering of generations. Thus. to honor those who had their essence stolen, it should be used for the betterment of the species and not wasted capriciously.

“I can use the Source to create a large defensive zone, one even the weapons of the gods would have a hard time piercing. It’s where we’ll make our stand.” Cloudhawk was pleased with the results.

He was confident that he was right. The Source would protect them, sustain production, and keep them operating at full capacity. He could rely on it to help with the mass evacuations he had planned. All the preparations they needed to accomplish before the gods arrived were now possible.

“What are we waiting for? Time to get to work.”

No time to waste resting. Source was mental energy, but using it to power relics required talent and ability. There was still a lot for him to do.

Time was running out.


79 / The Psionic Tower


An airship docked at a temporary pier set up in the heart of Greenland. When the holds were opened, it revealed tons of glittering crystal. The smallest were the size of a fist, while the largest rivaled a small home.

They came in various shapes, which made it easier to use them for a variety of purposes. The ship delivered its payload, then lifted off to collect more. A line of ships waited behind to do the same.

The Alliance’s army was also busy. Over three thousand drivers were galvanized to drive their vehicles over to the crystal and assist with the collection. Beast riders helped, shocked by what they found when they flew in close. It looked like some sort of glacier.

However, it differed from chunks of ice in that it glowed with an internal light. Day or night, there was an ethereal glimmer that lit the surroundings. At least the city would never have to worry about darkness anymore.

“Get to work! We need to ship all of this back to the city!”

“Leader Cloudhawk has said there’s enough here to set us up till the end of time. Good days are on the horizon!”

A lot of debris remained around the Source mountain, a consequence of its transference. Among the smaller pieces laying atop a carpet of gravel, some were several hundred meters tall. They were randomly distributed every which way. A veritable army of people, bearing hoes and picks, clustered around the edges.

Load after load of the crystals were brought back to the city. Some were stored in the subspace cube for research, and Hellflower immediately set to work finding out how it could be exploited.

It was important work. While there was no evidence that Source was dangerous, it was still unknown. But time constraints meant they would have to use and study it at the same time. Only with Source could humanity prepare for the coming war. A treasure like this couldn’t be ignored, not when it could shore up the desperately underpowered anti-god forces.

“Boss Hellflower, the test results are back.” One of Greenland’s lead scientists, Bug, approached her to deliver the news. “We’ve only been able to positively identify about five percent of its contents: 1.5% phosphorous, 0.9% iron, 0.73% calcium. 0.51% copper, 0.12% silicon dioxide. The remaining ninety-five percent remains unknown. Based on physics, it’s nothing we’ve seen before. It… completely alters everything we know about science.”

Hellflower pressed her. “What other attributes have you uncovered?”

“We detected a large number of unstable positrons. They combine in an odd way, producing a radioactive compound that may affect carbon-based molecular structures. During preliminary testing, we discovered a pronounced effect on the cerebellum.”

The last part caught the attention of nearby aides and made them nervous.

Bug asked her superior, “Boss Hellflower, there is a clear effect on humans who stay near the crystals. It’s all around us now. Can we expect a negative impact?”

Her specific worry was what it would do on a genetic level. Maybe in half a decade, everyone living in the Southern Capital would suffer mutations.

Hellflower took the data report and looked at it closely. After flipping through a few pages, she smiled. “Don’t worry. You’re right that the high concentration of energy is radioactive, but the effect on humans is minimal. There’s also no reason to think the impact will be negative.”

Bug pressed her. “Could it have a positive effect?”

“According to what we’ve learned, mental energy cannot be detected by ordinary instruments. We could call it ‘psionic’ energy. The definitive quality of this energy comes from the will of living things and through it, can adjust physical matter.”

Hellflower continued to explain. “I’ve dissected quite a number of demon hunter brains. What I discovered were slight abnormalities… in the cerebellum. Especially strong demon hunters even had microscopic crystal structures in the gray matter. I used to think these were just one-off mutations, but now we know this not to be true. Human will is born from the cerebellum, but not psionic power. That only comes when the cerebellum mutates. That is how their will comes to manipulate the world around them.”

That explained why some people had a “talent” for using relics and others didn’t. If Hellflower’s research was correct, then what they called mental power was really just a mutation. All demon hunters were, in essence, mutants.

What did that mean? If the Source’s power was influencing human cerebellum activity, it could over time give people the power to manipulate matter with their minds.

Why was it that demon hunters typically only appeared in Elysian lands and not in the wastes? More than likely, it had to do with the enchantments the gods placed on their realms. Their interference increased the likelihood of this mutation, granting humans the ability to delve into the mysteries of psychic ability.

With the mountain of Source right outside, not only would they have endless energy, but they would also have the chance for everyone to evolve. In the future, everyone would be given the power to change the world as they saw fit.

“This human girl is correct.”

Belial had been nearby, working on another matter as they discussed possibilities. The one called Hellflower had a keen mind. Her determination about mental power was correct. It was a fine display of her intelligence and thorough research.

Her studies weren’t limited to earthly civilization. Lately, her area of study had been mental energy and the humans who wielded it. Knowledge of psionic power and the relics they powered. Already, there were considerable breakthroughs, all of which told her that they should not shield people from the radiation of Source. They should embrace it.

So how should it be used?

It was not a tough question for Belial. Over a thousand years, he had wandered the world, going from one realm to another. In none of his travels did he encounter someone who knew of Source because why would they? It was everywhere, all the time. As ubiquitous as the air.

It all came from the Temples. Every second of every day, it pumped that energy out across the realm. A formless blanket of the stuff had protected the Elysian lands and transformed its inhabitants.

Belial was busy designing a new furnace. This one would use Source as fuel and output mental energy. What it produced would be spread across the southern wastes, reducing the individual load of those trying to use relics. They could simply pluck it from the air as needed.

It was the most straightforward way to utilize this new resource.

Hellflower defined mental energy as this inscrutable “psionic energy”. It had a ring to it, he thought. Thus, the tower he would build to spread this power through the land would be called a psionic tower.


80 / Crescent Moon


An endless blue sky. Vast, yellow sand. Nothing seemed to exist between.

The wind kicked up plumes of grit, forming into dervishes that danced along the dunes. For a moment, sky and sand were joined as the swirling winds meandered towards the northern horizon. Out there was a ribbon of green that could be easily overlooked or dismissed as a mirage. A secluded oasis in the shape of a crescent moon hugged a small lake that reflected the azure heavens above.

It was a small respite from the desert, with a population of only several hundred. Most were pregnant women and children. A rare sight in today’s broken world.

It was certainly a target. There were those who sought to plunder the oasis for its wealth and women. However, in an almost mythical fashion, anyone with wicked intentions – from the lowliest bandit to the mightiest sweeper clan – was annihilated before they could act. No survivors remained, only the memory of their cruel fate.

Over time, people came to know that this otherwise ordinary encampment was protected by a mysterious power. It was unbreakable, unassailable.

Sprout rose with the dawn. He fetched some water, cleaned, cooked, and fed the animals. Once all his chores were done, he then sat by the camp’s entrance and stared out into the wastes.

He was a large and hideous man, but although he looked intimidating, he was actually quite timid. People ordered him around all day, and he never complained. Instead, with an amicable smile, he merely did as he was told.

Sprout’s past was a mystery to him these days, but that didn’t trouble him. He didn’t want to know what had happened to him before. Something was wrong with his head, but he thought maybe that was a good thing. All misfortune and unhappiness came from the past. What people regretted and what they missed. Sometimes, it also came from fear of the future. Sprout focused on the present where he was happy. There was no need to dwell on the past. There was no reason to fixate on tomorrow.

He was happy now.

What made him the happiest was sitting in front of the oasis and protecting it. He stared at the sand dunes, rolling across the horizon like frozen waves. Overhead, the solid blue sky stretched on forever, as empty as his head. It was glorious. Just a blissful emptiness, with nothing to think on and nothing to fuss over.

Clink, clink!

The jangling sound of a makeshift wind-chime rose with the breeze. Sprout’s eyes caught a group of small dots on a distant ridge. He turned back and shouted over his shoulder. “The Master’s back! Master’s back!”

His words surprised the oasis denizens. Sixty to seventy percent of the people here were women or children, and from among them came a pretty – if rather thin – lady. Her hair was tied back with a kerchief, and she was wrapped in simple animal leathers. Among the folds was a small infant.

She was Luciasha, the leader of their home.

It was strange that in this brutal world, where the strong often subdued the weak, a woman with no powers to speak of served as their leader. This was even more surprising when one learned that the camp actually had many capable fighters who all bowed to her.

Beside Luciasha stood a woman dressed all in black. She held a sheathed long sword in one hand. Serious in speech and manner, with her face covered in a dark veil, she was an intimidating figure that could cut down a contingent of Skycloud warriors without issue.

Revenant’s eyes were fixed on the horizon. “He’s back.”

Luciasha’s lips curled into a faint smile. “Yes. And he’s brought others with him this time.”

It was clear from the people’s reaction that this visitor was not an enemy.

Among the encroaching group was a group of camels and other beasts of burden, laden with supplies. Cheers erupted among the denizens as the resources were delivered, and they rushed over to greet the arrivals.

A young man dropped from the back of one of the beasts and addressed the people with a wide smile. “Don’t worry, there’s enough for everyone. Sprout, let’s get this stuff passed out.”

Sprout happily obliged. Luciasha then came over and looked the young man over.

“Squall, I’m surprised you have the time to visit!”

The young member of the Hand of Gehenna was around twenty-five now and had the bearing of a mature traveler. He’d changed a lot from his days with the Bloomnettle Company, but even after all this time, he was still a part of Luciasha’s life. Although they were apart much longer than they were together, both knew it was only for a little while.

But… she couldn’t help thinking of someone else whenever they met.

It always made her sad. Even in this secluded place, news sometimes passed through. She heard tales of the things he did. Crescent Moon’s safety was due in part to Squall’s protection, but she knew he was watching out for them from his faraway capital, sending people to keep their little patch of desert secure.

The rift in their relationship had never healed…

Squall responded in a gentle voice. “I came to see the little one. How is he?”

Luciasha held a small boy against her chest, no more than two years old. He was sleeping soundly. Even in this inhospitable desert, the boy looked healthy and adorable. Obviously, he was the product of tender love and care.

“Who’s this?” Her eyes turned to a tall man by Squall’s side. He wore drab gray clothing and had many weapons strapped to his back. The stranger was slightly older than them.

“Ah, I almost forgot. This is my brother, Frost de Winter.”

This was Frost? She was surprised to finally meet him. Luciasha first heard the name five years ago in Sandbar Outpost. He was praised as a great demon hunter and talented military commander. It was later that she learned from Squall about their shared blood.

Frost dropped his hood, revealing a bearded and handsome face. He was in his thirties, but the burdened look in his eyes made him look much older. The dashing air he once bore was gone, but it was replaced with a grim sort of resolve.

“Can I see him?”

“Of course, you’re his uncle.”

Luciasha carefully handed him over, and Frost’s calloused hand took the child from her. His dour features broke ever so slightly, and there was the faintest hint of warmth as he stroked the boy’s cherubic cheeks.

“Does he have a name?”

“Everyone here has taken to calling him Wolf Cub. A pack of wild wolves was roaming near the camp the night he was born,” Luciasha said with a gentle laugh. “He doesn’t have a proper name. We wastelanders don’t care much about that.”

Frost nodded. He looked down at the pure little life and stared in silence for a little while. Soon, a terrible war would come, and many would die. In all likelihood, most of humanity wouldn’t survive. One day, it would fall to Wolf Cub, little Skye1, and Cloudhawk’s disciple Azura to fill their shoes. Architects of a new era.

Frost and people like him… all that was left for them to do was to leave these young people with the best chances possible.

Squall broke in. “We need everyone to pack up and come with us right away.”

Luciasha was surprised by this news. She didn’t like the idea. “We’re fine here. Why should we leave?”

“The final fight is coming. Nowhere on this planet will be safe. We need to bring you somewhere else, where the war won’t touch you.” A coquettish smile touched Squall’s lips. “Cloudhawk’s opened a portal to another world. It’s got a huge city. Safe. There’s hot water, bread, comfortable lodging… you all will live there.”

Cloudhawk…

It felt like it’d been an eternity since she heard that name. A long time ago – in another life – they were like brother and sister. After Adder, all of that changed. She bore him no ill will anymore. Actually, she felt guilty about what happened. These days, he was a god-like figure, standing at the front of humanity’s rebel army. She was just a little mouse hiding in the sand dunes.

Squall continued, “Come on. You have to leave, for me and for our son.”

She nodded. “Alright.”

Crescent Moon was abandoned. As they left, Sprout stopped every few steps to look back with a downcast expression. This had been home. No one bullied him. He was happy. Now, it was all going to change.



1 Blaze and Veronika’s son.

81 / On the Eve of War


Luciasha and her people arrived at their destination without issue. A sprawling, bustling city stretched out before them. Southern Capital’s population was several million strong by now, easily holding the title of greatest city in the wastelands.

People were still pouring in from all directions, like streams towards the ocean. And – like the ocean – the city happily accepted everyone. The travelers were welcomed like old friends.

Inside the capital, it was like they’d left the wastelands behind. The gritty soil had been transformed, becoming moist and black. Luciasha could even see small streams that stretched out from the center of the city. They sparkled in the light of the sun, bringing nourishment to every part of this place. Vibrant patches of green were everywhere she looked.

Giant mushrooms sprang up at even intervals, which provided food and energy for the different districts they passed through. There were towers that hummed with power, which provided defense or acted as deterrents, like loyal soldiers standing silent vigil.

An enormous defensive shield enveloped the whole place, with three internal layers and three external layers. Not far from the borders was a towering mountain of crystal like something out of a fairy tale. It shimmered in an odd, ethereal way.

Luciasha had heard that the entire crystal mountain had been moved here by Cloudhawk. Since she wasn’t here, she dismissed them as tall tales, for who had the sort of power to accomplish a feat like that?

The city was rich in resources, enough to support the city and its people for thousands of years. With such surplus, the city’s defenses were kept strong to dissuade invaders.

The immigrants from Crescent Moon shuffled onto an airship bound for the center of the city, Greenland.

Luciasha had never been to an Elysian land, but she imagined they had to be just like this. Here in the Southern Capital, demon hunters were empowered to twice their ordinary strength. With the help of psionic towers, that swelled to five to ten times. With such abilities, they could do whatever they liked.

Hundreds of Seraphs worked ceaselessly. With surprising speed, they built structures and repaired damage. How had this place been built so quickly? Because they weren’t building the city so much as summoning it. Structures rose from the sand and soil as rough architectural cutouts before being polished as needed. With the complicated steps of ordinary building eliminated, everything was done much faster.

Mental energy was the primary resource powering it all. With enough mental energy, everything was possible.

A large group had gathered in the heart of Greenland. Thousands, mostly Elysians and mostly women and children. They were neatly organized in groups and slowly made their way towards a central tower.

Luciasha looked at it closely. The tower was made from some kind of black metal she wasn’t familiar with. It was enveloped in light, like it was burning something. But despite the huge plumes of fire, she felt no heat.

This was the psionic tower built by Belial. A furnace that burned Source as its fuel.

At the tower’s base, a group fed Source into a small port. Huge amounts of mental energy were released that quickly spread all across the city. Cloudhawk had succeeded in using this power to reinforce the phase stone and open a gate.

The gate was stable, and Cloudhawk didn’t need to remain here to keep it open. Although the amount of energy required to keep it open was staggering, the psionic tower was up to the task. So long as Source was continuously fed into the furnace, and until Cloudhawk chose to close it, the gate would stay open. This was how the exodus would be accomplished.

“Cloudhawk did all this? Amazing...”

Luciasha muttered the words to herself with a conflicted heart. She was both proud of his accomplishments and worried for him, for she knew there was no going back from the path he walked.

What sort of future would he meet?

Revenant’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Are you going to see him?”

After a moment’s pause, Luciasha shook her head. “No. He doesn’t need any distractions. Besides, we’re from different worlds now. It’s enough for me to know he’s ok.”

Sometimes, meeting old friends brought nothing but trouble. Looking up was hard, just as hard as looking down, and Cloudhawk was at the top of a mountain she would never climb. If there was no reason to trouble him, then why should she? Luciasha also knew Cloudhawk, and he would be happy just knowing she was somewhere safe.

“Let’s get ready to cross the gate.”

The line towards the gate moved quickly. In less than forty minutes, the portal loomed before her. It swirled like a vortex, four meters across. Three people could pass through abreast. What waited for them on the other side? Judging by the looks on the faces around her, Luciasha was not alone in wondering.

But the choice had been made. A terrible war was on the horizon, and there was nowhere left to hide. This was the last, best option. Escape to a place where the war couldn’t touch them.

Luciasha turned her head and looked out over the city they’d crossed through. She didn’t know if she would ever have an opportunity to see it again. It was possible her next steps would bring her away from this world forever. She thought about the last twenty years of her life, of everything that had happened. And before her… a question mark.

What would her new life be like? What would the future hold? Luciasha took one final look at the child in her arms and stepped forward. She vanished. Revenant was one step behind.

The mass evacuation was only beginning. Denizens of all the Elysians lands and non-combatants from all across the wastes were streaming into the city. Although the process was quick, the sheer scale of people they were trying to move was mind-boggling. Families of soldiers fighting in the war had priority, and others would follow afterward.

Cloudhawk sat within his fortress with the towering form of Legion by his side. Together, they watched the ceaseless stream of humans passing through the gate. Every passing minute, more people escaped destruction.

“Everything appears to be going well,” Legion noted.

Cloudhawk wasn’t happy with the rate of progress. “It’s too slow. We should open up several more portals to make sure everyone gets through. We don’t need these women and children here when the fighting starts. Only soldiers.”

Legion did not express an opinion. For a moment, he tilted his head, distracted, and said, “The Cloud God calls me. He’s learned something.”

Cloudhawk and Legion both went to seek out the former Supreme. “What is it?”

The Cloud God’s “voice” boomed in his mind. “Sumeru’s vanguard will arrive soon.”

Cloudhawk’s face darkened. “This fast? What’s going on?”

The Cloud God answered by linking his consciousness to Cloudhawk’s. Images flooded his mind, and he saw it clearly. A colossal force stretching out across space, rapidly approaching. His enemy seemed to have felt a change on Earth. They knew Cloudhawk was preparing to fight back. To answer this, several dozen divine ships were dispatched from the main force. They were enveloped in staggering power and streaked towards earth at tremendous speed.

Judging by what he saw, they would arrive soon. Cloudhawk turned to Legion. “Prepare for war.”

The battle between man, god, and demon was about to begin.


82 / Mustering Forces


“The divine army knows we’re gathering our defenses. They’ve sent their fastest ships first as a vanguard to try and slow us down or catch us unprepared.”

In the subspace conference area, Cloudhawk faced his Alliance’s leaders. He announced their findings with a solemn expression. All of the biggest names from across the wastes and Elysian lands were gathered. Fear crept into their hearts, for though they knew this time would come, they did not expect it so soon.

Cloudhawk went on. “We need to use this time to accomplish three things. First, we have to speed up our exodus time table. Second, we have to gather all of our forces. Third, continue to strengthen our defenses. Everyone must be assured that they’re safe. We can’t afford a panic. I’ll leave the specifics to Legion. Any objections?”

Phoenix rose to her feet. “How many enemies can we expect? How strong are they?”

“Right now, we don’t know. The gods who will participate in the fighting are asleep and disconnected from the divine matrix. We can guess, but we don’t have any accurate figures.” Cloudhawk paused for a moment before going on. “What I can tell you is that the challenge we face is a big one. Every one of us – myself included – must understand that.”

Silence descended on the chamber. They had all come to peace with this from the moment they agreed to fight the gods. Their enemy was a powerful race that spanned the galaxy. Humans were just sheep, raised in captivity. They had about as much chance of defeating their masters as a house cat.

Then again, there was no other choice! No one here was an ordinary person. They were the most intelligent of their species, geniuses and schemers, but they felt like rats in a trap. Escape was impossible.

Surrender? Hmph, like the gods would let them live.

Once they lost their faith, their spirits and minds would not be transformed into Source for the gods to consume. They had no more worth in the eyes of those monsters. Destruction was their fate, unless they fought back. Victory was a long shot, but at least they would die on their own terms.

Cloudhawk had laid out the plan. It was Legion’s responsibility to see to the details. The demon elder’s voice was transmitted directly into everyone’s mind. “The gods are powerful, but in the grand scheme of things, their numbers are limited. They can’t afford to send enough people to encircle and overwhelm us. What’s more, a rebellion on one distant planet is not something for them to fear.”

The demon was trying to set their minds at ease. Indeed, these beings ruled over the vast galaxy and had any number of issues to deal with. They didn’t have the numbers or interest to deal with a handful of Supremes in some backwater speck of dust.

However, Cloudhawk had reason to believe that there were more than one group of gods. This world they lived on was different from the others. A thousand years ago, gods and demons fought a terrible war on this soil, and ever since then, the God King had had his eyes on it.

“Our collective strength is nothing to scoff at. I have weighed our forces, and there are five hundred and ten among us who fight at the level of a divine soldier. Nine of us are equal to Supremes.” Legion looked over the sea of faces and continued, “In terms of numbers, I do not think their vanguard will overpower us. They have no advantage over our large army.”

His determination came as a shock. No one expected humans to wield that sort of power. Divine soldiers were the weakest of their species, but any one of them was equivalent to a Master Demon Hunter. According to Legion, though, humanity had hundreds who were equal to these beings.

No one doubted the demon though, especially since there was no reason to fake such a thing. Now, what they needed to do was get everyone working on the same page.

As for the humans who were as strong as Supremes, Legion said there were nine. They included Legion himself, Cloudhawk, the Cloud God, Belial, the Shepherd God, and other leaders from the Elysian lands like Phoenix.

A surprising lineup, but it was still weak in the face of a full divine army.

Legion went on. “We have an estimated six thousand soldiers and Awakened with the greatest ability. Ten of them are equal to one divine soldier. In other words, they can handle six hundred gods.”

High-level Awakened were the wastelands’ version of veteran demon hunters. There were also mutants, Elysian soldiers, and more who were also fierce warriors.

All together, between the core fighting force and the elite, humanity could face an army of one thousand one hundred gods. While still small in the face of the gods, it was still impressive. Indeed, there was a reason Cloudhawk had worked so hard to take control of the Elysian lands.

Those in attendance began to feel more confident about their chances.

Legion continued, “The Elysian lands have a million standard soldiers at the ready. The Wastelands Alliance sports similar numbers. Two million when put together, with twelve thousand airships and thirty to forty thousand vehicles. Most wastelander transports have now been upgraded with eboncrys cannons that match Elysian artillery power.”

Two million soldiers! Forty to fifty thousand vessels!

“That sounds pretty good!” A few surprised mutters could be heard among the crowd. They were all operating under the assumption that this battle was a suicide mission. Legion’s report cut through their pessimism. Perhaps there was hope after all.

“Humanity has called this broken land home for a thousand years. That’s a thousand years of struggling up from the dirt. Tearing it all down won’t be so easy.” Legion’s voice carried a compelling power. “As for our defenses, we have the help of the Source mountain powering our towers. With the current enchantments, several dozen Swords of Sumeru couldn’t punch through, and we’re strengthening it even more every day. Soon, we will turn the Southern Capital into a fortress. The gods’ vanguard, flying here in a desperate attempt to stop these defenses, will arrive too late.”

Everyone was nodding in excitement. The Source was a treasure that had come at just the right time.

It provided all the energy their city needed. Belial’s psionic tower used it to strengthen all of their people as well. If the gods chose to make the Southern Capital their battleground, then they would be fighting where their enemy was strongest.

“In the final analysis, although we are much weaker than our foes, that does not mean that we are doomed.” Legion had succeeded in boosting the morale of his allies. Now, it was time to get down to business. “It’s time to discuss specific troop deployments.”

The meeting continued for several more hours, during which orders were delivered, detailing where the front lines would be. Within the subspace cube, of course, several hours meant nothing. Cloudhawk dismissed the meeting, and everyone summoned their lieutenants to get things moving. In this pocket dimension, they had plenty of time to plan.

“You were too optimistic,” Cloudhawk said when he returned to Legion. “We’re too weak. You shouldn’t make them overconfident.”

Gods were superior to humans in every way. Not just in terms of physical abilities, but also in terms of wisdom, experience, technology, and everything else. Legion’s simplistic comparisons were misleading. Even when it came to simple numbers, humans didn’t necessarily hold the advantage.

“My King must realize that my words won’t convince most of them. However, it sends a clear message: we must be united as one. Together, we are much stronger than when we are apart,” Legion explained. “If they can believe that, it will be enough to carry them forward.”

“What’s your strategy for the fight to come?”

“There is no need for strategy. We will lose.”

Legion’s dire prognosis blindsided Cloudhawk. It was not at all what he was expecting.

Legion noted his expression and elaborated, “Our victory or defeat in this war will not be predicated on whether humans can band together. We can only succeed if my King dons the Demon King’s Cuirass and truly assumes his role.”

“You mean we need the support of Gehenna.”

“When the gods arrive, without Gehenna’s help, we will fall.”

Cloudhawk scowled. It wasn’t that he opposed asking Gehenna for help. Until now, the Cuirass had denied him. Without it, Cloudhawk had merely inherited the Demon King’s power, not his name. So far, he hadn’t found a way to access Gehenna, much less ask its denizens for help in his war.”

“Any suggestions?”

“I do not. In this task, you must rely on yourself.”

He cursed inwardly. He didn’t know what to do, or if he was even up to the task. What was preventing him from becoming the true Demon King?


83 / City Beneath the Emerald Star


“Form up! Let’s go, ranks!”

Scores of soldiers in green cloaks were arranging themselves on a field. The insignias on their armor marked them as Awakened, the wastelands’ answer to demon hunters. Born and bred in the wastes, they were as talented as any Elysian. The oldest among them were sixteen or seventeen, while the youngest were around ten years old.

Most were mutants of varying degrees and had trained at the academy for at least a year. They knew how to employ their mental power, even if they were still only novices.

A young woman with short swords strapped to her back and an exorcist bow in her hands led the group. She was their leader, as well as lieutenant-commander of the Goshawks.

“Boss Azura, are we going to the front lines?” A large, lumpy looking youth called out to her. His weapon was a particularly large mace. “Is this what we’ve been training for? We’ll beat the shit out of anyone who threatens Leader Cloudhawk or our Alliance!”

“That’s right!” Another boy, built like a rhino despite being only eleven or twelve, called out as well. “We’ll beat the shit out of ‘em!”

“Beat the shit out of ‘em!” The other children picked up the rallying cry. They hardly knew their asses from a hole in the ground but were convinced their foes would fall before them. It didn’t matter that gods neither drank nor ate. They would beat the shit out of them regardless!

“Pigblossom1, Ironspike, stop your bullshit.” Azura coughed a little. “Leader Cloudhawk has prepared something for us. That’s why we’re here.”

With that, Azura waved her hand. A group of soldiers stepped forward and began to pass out pendants. Each one was affixed with a crystal the size of a small egg.

“This is Source, specially prepared to make what they call a psionic pendant. They will strengthen our mental powers,” Azura explained. “They aren’t relics, but they’ll make us more powerful – especially if we’re near the psionic tower. These pendants work together with the tower, increasing their resonance to pump up our attacks to several times their normal strength.”

Everyone looked thrilled with their new gift. Belial had come up with the idea and built them in the subspace cube. While they looked simple enough, they were invaluable. Just another way Source had proven to be a priceless treasure for their alliance. With the help of these pendants, the rookies would hit as hard as an average demon hunter! If they fought near the psionic tower, they could give a veteran demon hunter a run for their money.

“Green Alliance forever! Long live the Alliance!” Pigblossom and Ironspike cheered, and once again, their classmates took up the call.

In their eyes, the gods were nothing to fear. With heroes like Cloudhawk leading them, it didn’t matter how many enemies they faced. They were just thrilled to fight by his side.

Pigblossom couldn’t contain his excitement. “When are we heading to the front?”

His companions looked at Azura with expectant eyes. They were now outfitted for war, and after so much training in the academy, they were thirsty to do their part. None of them had seen actual combat yet.

But their commanding officer shook her head. “I was just told to gather you up and pass these out. I don’t have any other orders.”

As the crowd of young warriors looked at one another in disappointment, they heard the loud stamping of feet. Thousands of soldiers came marching by with eboncrys weapons in hand. They were clad in the specialized green armor of their station, with badges that revealed who they were. The latest batch of Hellflower’s genetically modified soldiers. Every one of them was a killing machine.

Gabriel, Barb, and Claudia stepped out from the crowd.

“We’ve been given evacuation orders. All students are to fall back to the Emerald Star while the gods are focused here.”

“What? The Emerald Star?”

“Where’s that?”

“We’re not going anywhere! We want to fight!”

A sea of obstinate faces answered the news. Other soldiers got to stay, and they were at least as strong. Why did they have to evacuate?

“Headmaster, I want to stay.”

“We can fight!”

“Yeah, we’ve been waiting for a chance to prove ourselves!”

If they were ordinary children, or those focused on science and technology, then evacuation would have been welcome. But why were they being forced to go? They had trained for this!

Claudia was moved and pleased by their determination. These were the fruit of the wastelands, born into a cruel and unforgiving world. To survive, you needed an iron-clad survival instinct. Who would want to put themselves in harm’s way?

These kids did. After years of guiding them, Claudia had seen the change. They weren’t lone wolves fiercely fighting for themselves anymore. She’d instilled in them discipline and camaraderie. The harsh instinct to look after oneself first was gone from these children.

It was hard to believe they were wastelanders at all. People who were supposed to be selfish and faithless were now begging to fight for their people. Ever since Greenland was established, its people had felt a sense of belonging. This was their home, a place that needed to be protected.

Humans were an emotional species, after all. Some things were worth defending, even if it meant their lives.

Such a transformation was hard-won but important. It was a conviction that transformed them from wild animals to real people. If they were allowed to mature, the future would be a better place.

That’s why they were too important to lose.

“Listen up. This order comes directly from Cloudhawk himself. I couldn’t disobey even if I wanted to. You aren’t being kept from the fight for no reason. You have an even more important mission.” Claudia’s instructional bearing caught everyone’s attention. “Emerald Star will be home to tens of thousands of women, children, and elderly. We have to make sure they’re protected. It’s a mission no less important than fighting the gods, and no less dangerous.”

Bullshit! Greenland soldiers should be on the front lines! Pigblossom, Ironspike, and the others cast defiant glances at their leader.

Azura’s face revealed nothing. She stepped forward. “We follow orders!”

For a few short seconds, glances were exchanged among her young troops. Their backs straightened, their faces set into grim looks, and they called back, “Yes, commander!”

Gabriel smirked at the scene. “She means a lot to this crew. It shows.”

“Blue’s no ordinary girl. She’s stronger than you and barely a teenager. That’s after only a few years of training.” Barb stood by his side and poked fun at her partner. “Be thankful Cloudhawk didn’t call you to the front. You’d probably fall back whimpering after the first volley.”

Gabriel shrugged. He knew Blue had much more potential than he did, but there was no envy. With more power came more responsibility – and more loneliness. Gabriel had no interest in more power. He preferred the title of artist over soldier.

“Move out!”

Claudia led the group to the portal and through to Emerald Star beyond.

What was called Emerald Star was, of course, the jungle planet Cloudhawk had visited many times before. The outer shell of vibrant green gave it the new name.

Cloudhawk had begun preparations for the exodus after he found the city underground. With Source, he was able to open a stable portal, so the time had come. Over the last several days, a steady flow of emigrants flowed through at all hours. A hundred thousand or more had already passed the boundary.

A hundred thousand… it sounded like a big number, but it was just the beginning! Cloudhawk planned to open more portals to speed up the process. Noncombatants had to leave as quickly as possible. To delay would put lives at risk and force the defenders to fight with one hand behind their backs.

As Claudia moved through the portal, she was struck by the scene on the other side. A rolling sea of people, steadily moving forward. Mostly women and children, some scientists, workers, doctors, and so forth.

“You’re here.” A thin old man greeted them. Gabriel and Claudia were especially surprised to see him.

Gabriel looked him over. “Instructor Dumont? You’re alive.”

“Don’t sound so disappointed,” Dumont replied in irritation. “We have no intention to fight Cloudhawk for the time being. Don’t be so guarded.”

“Is that so?”

“I’m old, and after years in Hell’s Valley, I know how to distinguish good from bad. Personal grudges don’t help anyone, especially when our species is at risk. We’ve put Eckard’s death behind us.”

“It’s not like you can fight Cloudhawk anyway,” Claudia quipped. She wasn’t going to mince her words with this old fool. “Alright, let’s not waste time. Tell us what the situation is here.”

“Troublesome. The city is still being cleaned up, and we haven’t got anywhere to put the asylum seekers. We’ll have to wait on the surface base for now.”

“Why?”

“Emerald Star isn’t a secure environment. There are large and dangerous creatures underground that have had the run of the place for thousands of years. Some are quite frightening, too tough for us to kill. But with the reinforcements Cloudhawk has sent, we can give it a shot.”

Indeed, the monsters that called the underground home were many. They were the biggest obstacle to making the city habitable again. With all the activity above ground, it was certain that the creatures would be agitated. Clearing out the city was top priority.

This was why Cloudhawk had sent the troops here.



1 Poor guy’s name is literally “flower pig.”

84 / Extermination


A thousand years ago, a great catastrophe destroyed ninety-five percent of the planet. Since then, outside of the Elysian lands, it was practically unheard-of to see a forest.

Emerald Star was quite the opposite. A sea of green stretched out as far as you could see in any direction. The air was warm and moist, perfect to nourish the plants and animals that called this place home. Food and water were abundant, easily enough to sustain the surging population. Once the dangerous creatures were gone, this would be a fine place to call home.

The Green Alliance soldiers brought a cache of Source with them, as well as a fully functional psionic tower. Furthermore, they set up defensive towers on the camp’s perimeter to prevent any attacks. Source was a valuable resource that would power their efforts, even if they were cut off from the Southern Capital. Awakened could use it to make any tools or services they needed, so shortages were not a concern.

As Azura looked out at the scene, she felt her heart grow heavy. What did it mean that her mentor was sending everyone here? The threat of the gods was too great, and although Cloudhawk was strong, he had to prepare for the worst. She didn’t know what the war to come would look like. There was a pang of regret that she wouldn’t have a chance to find out.

“Form up! Let’s go, ranks!” Azura called her troops to attention.

Pigblossom, being the chatterbox that he was, couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “This place looks amazing. Look at the food! Delicious! So many trees too. Whatever’s out there won’t be any problem for us.”

“Will you shut your mouth?” Azura said with a warning look. “We aren’t here to play around. One mistake and you could get yourself killed. Since you agreed to help build a better Alliance, I am not giving you permission to die.”

Ironspike chimed in. “Boss Azura’s right!”

There were cliques everywhere, and Greenland Institute was no different. Azura, Pigblossom, and Ironspike were part of a close-knit group. The latter two were mutants with exceptional talent who, after only two years, had shown great promise. They would be great companions for Azura in the future.

Their progress was incredible, no doubt, but compared to Azura, they were miles behind. Her development was similar to Selene’s when she was young, probably even faster. If she kept it up, she would certainly be a Master Demon Hunter of the next generation.

Thousands of Greenland troops were gathered and ready to go. Genetically modified, armed and armored, their equipment was the best of Elysian craftsmanship. They could charge into a hail of gunfire without concern.

In addition to the soldiers, several artillery cannons were deployed as well. Gabriel, Barb, and a handful of other stronger fighters were there as backup. The academy students were there as support.

Eboncrys weapons were mighty in their own right. Under concentrated fire, even a Master Demon Hunter would be shot to pieces. However, it was important to remember that these soldiers were individuals, and if things got out of hand, there was a risk of them breaking.

Not many Institute students had their own relics, but they did have the standard equipment: mornshield and mornarrow rings, for instance. The former protected them in combat, and the latter gave them some punching power. Plenty good enough to act as support for the regular troops. Right now, they were in range of the psionic tower, and with their new pendants, they were significantly empowered.

As everyone was preparing to move out, a group of figures appeared before them. Azura looked the strangers over and was immediately struck by their power. She could feel it pouring off of them.

A handful of them were especially strong – not at the level of a Master Demon Hunter but comparable to the likes of Phain Mist. Peak-level fighters. Once, they had all fought against Cloudhawk. One woman in particular caught Azura’s eye.

“I am Natessa Windham, former commander of Hell’s Army. I now lead Emerald Star’s best.” Natessa was hovering above them in midair as though she weighed nothing. Over the last two years, she had not been idle. Her mental abilities had made great strides. “From today forward, you will answer to me.”

Natessa Windham. She had led the former wastelander alliance against Cloudhawk. Now she worked with him? Although she was young, the Giant of Hell’s Valley was rich in experience. No one was better qualified to lead a relatively small but powerful force like this.

“If Cloudhawk sent you here, it is because he trusts in your abilities.” Her eyes swept over the troops. “Our first mission is to take the underground residential district as quickly as we can, with as few casualties as possible. Do you understand?”

“Understood!”

“Good, then let’s get to work.”

Emerald Star’s surface was not safe. There was no cover, and dangerous creatures lurked in the jungle. Right beneath their feet was a nest of monsters looking for meals. The more people passed through the portal, the more attention they would get. These monsters had to be dealt with – better to be proactive than wait for the beasts to come to them.

With Natessa at the fore, she led her new army onward. They were brought to the entrance to the underground where she and her elite soldiers entered first. Fighting broke out immediately, and Greenland’s troops rushed in to engage.

The monsters had been waiting. Fire, acid, and electricity assailed them from hidden positions. It was a deluge of mental attacks that was hard to defend against. Against such foes, even a contingent of demon hunters would be at risk of defeat.

Boom-boom, boom!

A series of explosions ripped through the underground. Natessa and her core warriors acted. Gabby, under his former instructor’s command, set up traps with his Shadethread relic. He weaved protections around the tunnel and the entrance to the surface. Monsters that tried to sweep around behind them were carved into bloody chunks.

“Attack!”

Greenland’s soldiers aimed their weapons and began to fire. Waves of monsters came swarming in, only to be blasted back. From the back lines, academy students also fired off into the sea of monsters. Their empowered attacks blasted their targets apart.

“Steady!”

Natessa wasn’t in a hurry to push in farther. Down here, there were divine beasts left behind by the gods, slowly multiplying, growing in strength for thousands of years. They’d kicked an anthill. What was waiting for them here were the dregs, but soon, the real threat would show itself. A darker, more powerful consciousness was fixed on them. The wise decision was to wait and see what it would do and to make a quick escape if they got overwhelmed.


85 / Clearing the Underground


Greenland Soldiers stood in tight formation, firing their weapons into anything that got too close. Monsters were blown to pieces before they could do any damage. Pained cries echoed through the underground. Corpses were piled high, and rivers of blood soaked the stone.

It was a cruel, unmitigated massacre. Luckily, there was no one living here. Otherwise, the soldiers would have shot them down without a second thought. They showed no mercy to these supernatural and violent beasts.

But no matter how many they killed, more of these monsters kept coming. If this kept up, they would be overrun.

Despite several upgrades, eboncrys weapons were relatively limited in their rate of fire and how much ammo they held. This was especially true for heavier artillery, so after every volley, there was a down period during which they had to cool down and be reloaded. Plenty of time for the monsters to rally and push in closer.

Greenland’s Awakened stepped up and activated their defenses. The elemental attacks flung at them from the beasts hit the shields and fizzled away.

The Awakened supported the troops by deflecting long-range attacks and responding with some of their own. Arrows of mental energy streaked through the darkness, and although they didn’t have the range of eboncrys rifles, they were deadly at mid-range.

Whoosh! Ironspike raised his hand and sent a Mornarrow shot flying. It struck a metallic-looking bird square in the chest, piercing its iron-like scales and blasting it into pieces. The mangled corpse hit the ground with a heavy thud.

He called out in triumph, “Leader Cloudhawk’s gift is a hell of a thing!”

Cloudhawk’s inventions were incredible, without a doubt. The simple rings were easy to mass-produce and worked off the same principle as Elysian exorcist bows. A single shot was like an armor-piercing cannon round, but with the psionic amplification, Ironspike’s shot could rip through alloy armor half-a-meter thick.

He fired off a few more shots, wildly attacking whatever he saw. The monsters were coming in so thick that he didn’t need to worry about missing.

He was elated. He’d trained for two years for this moment! Before he joined the Institute, he was just another twisted face, huddling in the shadows with his parents. Now, he killed monsters worse than any they’d ever seen in the wastelands. Fate had brought him down a path he never would have imagined.

This was what the Greenland Alliance promised! It had changed his life, so Ironspike vowed to defend his people and his leader with everything he could muster.

“Fuckin’ things! Die! Die, die, die!”

Ironspike and the other students never let up, and the wall of corpses continued to climb. But just because these ordinary beasts were helpless, that didn’t mean there weren’t more dangerous fiends lurking in the dark.

The space between the two groups was shrinking every second. A group of giant pangolin-like monsters had pushed to the front and were acting as shields. Their armored hides glimmered with a close-fitting shield of energy. Shots from the eboncrys rifles hardly left a mark.

Ironspike flung an energy arrow at it. There was a sharp crack as some of the scales were chipped.

The scales of these monsters were similar to that on the dragons of Woodland Vale. They devoured a portion of the energy flung at them, effectively castrating Awakened attacks.

Gabriel’s long fingers danced as he manipulated his Shadethread. One of the pangolins was wrapped up, the weave carving wounds in its hide. Blood began to pour – a thick, corrosive substance that weakened Gabriel’s relic. One by one, they snapped until the creature burst free.

This took the artist by surprise. “Well, these things are obnoxious.”

“Useless. Watch and learn!” Barb brandished her long sword.

As the drunk’s unofficial disciple, she had spent years training her martial skills. She’d had some success in learning his abilities, which was on top of her moderate mental talent. She was no less capable than Gabriel, and where he failed, perhaps direct power would prevail.

But while Barb was fast, someone else was faster.

Azura shot off like a bullet. While in the air, she fired off a volley of energy arrows, each one striking with the impact of a missile. They came in quick succession and caused the pangolin’s glimmering shield to dim.

She drew her twin shortswords and spun around like a top. Before it could react, the beast was caught in the whirling dervish and had its head cut neatly off its shoulders.

She was quick and strong!

Azura had also learned a little from the old drunk. Her innate mental talents were also impressive. With the addition of the psionic necklace and her relic swords, the armor of these creatures was nothing.

She hit the ground, carving a small crater. But half a second after landing, she was back in the air.

Her body continued to spin. Like a boomerang, she whipped through the enemy horde. Bleeding corpses of giant armored beasts lined her wake, whose gouts of blood burned other creatures who were too close. Like a stiff breeze, Azura spun back to behind the soldiers and sheathed her weapons.

Pigblossom and Ironspike gaped at her. Son of a bitch! Her classmates had no idea this was how strong she was. If this was her now, where would she be in a few years? There was no doubt she would be a powerhouse.

“Nice work, Boss Azura!”

“I’m not strong. You’re just weak.” She glared at the others and pulled no punches. “If you can’t even kill these things, how are you supposed to fight gods?”

Her harsh words wounded them, and the students glanced at one another. We train so hard already, they thought. Better than normal people by far! You’re already super talented. You don’t need to push so much.

Her talent wasn’t what made her frightening. She had the talent of a hundred people her age, but she also had the drive of a hundred people. It was a stellar combination, and the others could only stand by and eat her dust.

Natessa watched the fight unfold. She and her elite squad did not act. Although it didn’t show on her face, she was stunned. This group was far from Cloudhawk’s best soldiers, but they were doing impressive work.

By now, the sounds of battle had drawn out most of the beasts. Among them were a handful of especially strong monsters. The time was right. Natessa looked at Azura. “Adjust your formation. Prepare to push on!”

Barb and the others were at a loss. Their enemies only seemed to be increasing, and there were deadly monsters among them. They should be prioritizing defense. Otherwise, people would die. Shifting to the offensive didn’t make any sense!

Aaaaooorrrgghh!!

Exactly as they feared, a thunderous roar erupted from among the creatures as monsters nine meters tall lumbered forth. The lesser beasts scrambled out of their way, afraid of what these behemoths would do.

Everyone who saw them coming gasped in alarm.

They were dog-like in appearance, but with important differences. Most striking was the giant pairs of wings on their backs and their nine heads. From the maw of each was belched streams of fire, so hot they could melt alloy.

As soon as they appeared, they spat plumes of fire into the human ranks.

Pigblossom cried out, “Wha-, fire-breathing dogs? That’s one nasty looking thing. If that fire catches me, I’ll turn into bacon.”

“Not bacon,” Ironspike corrected. “Charred pork rinds. Maybe not even that.”

Their banter was less funny with the knowledge that it was not an exaggeration. These nine-headed titans had lived down here for thousands of years and, like Awakened, had their own mental energy. They were intelligent and capable of using deadly tactics.

Worse still, the fucking things could fly. Any time they wished, they could lift up and attack from above, exploiting breaks in their defenses. Dealing with them would be especially tricky.

A number of them launched into a full attack. Suddenly, the air was filled with the sharp notes of a flute. The ethereal tones were not carried by air, but rather were waves of mental energy that hummed directly into everyone’s mind. As everyone was looking around for the source, they witnessed a strange phenomenon.

All the creatures around them had stopped. They didn’t move a muscle, almost like they were asleep. Soon after, a green figure swooped down from above – the crystalline form of the Dragon King appeared in the air overhead. Upon its back stood a woman draped in green with a flute to her lips. Looming beside her was a mass of living vines in the shape of a behemoth.

The Shepherd God had arrived.

One of the god’s powers was in controlling the wills of lesser creatures. Those beasts that relied on instinct over intelligence succumbed to her domination. Thus, most of the monsters below her were frozen solid.

Cloudhawk was smart to send her here. The soldiers he’d sent were not incapable of clearing the underground, but there would be considerable losses if they tried it alone. Now, things were different, for the Shepherd God’s help was invaluable in this environment.

The Dragon King circled several times while she played her tune. The sea of creatures swayed and moved under her spell. Controlling the fire-breathing canines was not so easy, but after another short period, even they submitted to her control.

Autumn’s voice rang out. “I can’t hold a group this large for long. Finish them. Time is short.”

“We have to clear out their nest,” Natessa ordered.

She was right. If they could find the source, they could eliminate the creatures entirely. If not, the waves would just keep coming until they were overwhelmed.

“Attack! Cut them down!”

Under the Shepherd God’s call, the monsters turned and led the way. Any beast they encountered was torn apart as they marched towards the heart of their lair.


86 / Giant Octopus


Emerald Star’s underground city was ringed with angry snarls, bloody corpses, and the stench of fighting. It was like stepping into the depths of hell.

Autumn sat upon the back of her dragon, gently playing her flute. Her hair danced on sweeping gusts of wind, and her green dress fluttered. Her young, pretty face was serene as she played as though lost in her own world. She forgot herself, forgot the carnage – the only thing that existed for her was the music.

Below her, a milling horde of creatures shuffled forward. They crawled over and around one another in a chaotic flood. They snarled and snapped, some releasing balls of fire and smoke into the air. Tension filled the atmosphere as Autumn’s army met other creatures and tore them apart. Meanwhile, Natessa and her elite crew followed with thousands of troops in tow. They cleaned up what the monsters missed.

The creatures were strong but not particularly intelligent. Autumn’s will commanded thousands of them and robbed them of the ability to distinguish friend from foe. Like a buffeting tide, they swayed back and forth while soldiers cut them down.

Wave after wave was culled. The brutality and efficiency of the extermination was impressive, especially since the monsters were also at one another’s throats. The number of monsters Autumn was able to control was static, but she could shift that control as she wished. Chaos was the result among the snapping swarm.

Azura led her Awakened through the fray, cutting down scores of beasts. The intensity of the fight was more than they’d expected after being told to evacuate. However, though the scene was drenched in blood, very few Awakened were killed or wounded in the fighting.

Defense was the first priority of Greenland’s troops. Most precious were their Awakened. Of course, it was not like they were defenseless themselves. Aside from a few unlucky souls, casualties were minimal.

Pigblossom yelled at the top of his lungs. “Something’s going on up ahead!”

His classmates looked in the direction he indicated. There was a cluster of black buildings on the horizon that differed greatly from the surrounding Elysian-style structures. All of them were connected, forming a massive honeycomb framework. Yet while the exterior looked like iron, it moved, undulating like some sort of organ. Not alive, more like a nest.

No doubt about it. This was where the monsters were coming from. Whatever spawned them was waiting inside.

Nothing about it seemed godly. Some other intelligent species was probably responsible, and the gods merely pilfered it. It was the only way to explain what something this odd was doing here.

But where it came from wasn’t important. Natessa ordered the attack.

Autumn, also noting the alien hatchery, commanded her beasts forward. The nine-headed wolves took to the air, but as they prepared to strike, a strange power was released from the structure.

Whoosh---!

It was formless but palpable, washing through the area with a deep hum. All the beasts were thrown into a frenzy, even breaking Autumn’s control. She scowled at the affront.

This strange power took her by surprise, not least of which because it was so similar to her own. It exerted its will on the beasts, forcing order on the mindless things. As she watched, they formed a defensive perimeter around the hive.

Yes, this was the place. Inside, the brood mothers hid, slave to some overpowering will. It made them endlessly produce more offspring and controlled the hordes like puppets. Now, it was aware of the threat on its doorstep.

The Shepherd God tried again to take their minds, pouring more of her psyche into the attempt. She succeeded in dominating several of the wolves and forced them to renew their attacks. With searing plumes of flame, they swooped by the nest. The intense heat caused the exterior to crack.

Another pulse of intense psychic energy was released from inside. As though from some enormous, invisible hand, the wolves were snatched up. They struggled and thrashed but could not move as the consciousness battled against the Shepherd God’s control.

She would not tolerate these powerful creatures being wrested from her, so she fought back. Neither mind would back down, and as they clashed, the wolves howled in agony. Eventually, it was the unseen controller that could not hold on.

The ground collapsed beneath the hive. From below, a number of blood red tentacles burst forth. They lashed out at the wolves, flinging deadly barbs that dug into the creatures. Each of the spines was lined with delicate suckers.

Even more bitter wails rose from the beasts. They shriveled and shrank as all the fluids were drained from them. Finally, only husks hung limp from the tentacles’ grasp.

“That’s what we’re after. Quick, prepare the artillery. Destroy it!”

Natessa knew these tentacles belonged to the hive’s protector, a powerful and terrifying beast whose intelligence matched its strength. The Shepherd God’s power could not overcome its strength of will.

At her command, Greenland soldiers pushed the eboncrys heavy artillery weapons to the fore. A few moments later, orbs of highly concentrated energy fired from the ground like small moons or comets. With incredible speed, they raced across the caverns and slammed into the heart of the tentacles.

A thunderous explosion followed. More of the stony floor crumbled. However, it did not destroy their foe, only infuriating it further. The creature heaved itself from beneath the ground to reveal its true face – a colossal, undulating octopus several hundred meters tall.

It was no ordinary monster. Hundreds of tentacles writhed around it, each one a lethal weapon. One swipe could tear through most defenses and attack with elemental energy. Judging by the way it fought off the Shepherd God’s control, it also had the mental strength of a Master Demon Hunter.

This beast was a thing from the far reaches of space, placed here to slumber for countless millennia. Here it had slept soundly until these hateful insects awakened it. Already ill of temper, the rude awakening stoked its fury even higher.

A dark gleam shone in the creature’s eye. It was a representation of intense, concentrated psychic power. Wherever it stared, the beasts were forced to capitulate to its will. The lesser beasts fell in line, forming into a snarling army.

As a cohesive unit, they threw themselves at the fiends under Autumn’s control. A vicious fight ensued, spawning a shower of blood and limbs.

Whooomm, whooomm, whooomm. The octopus released another wave of power. Its will dug into the minds of the humans like hot iron spikes. Greenland soldiers, unable to withstand the unseen assault, howled in agony and fell to their knees. Even a number of the Awakened screamed in pain and were overwhelmed.

Dozens of barbed tentacles reached out. A storm of wind, lightning, and hail blasted through the area. The powers this monster wielded were nothing short of extraordinary. There was no question why it was chosen to defend the hive. If something didn’t change, casualties would begin to swell.

Natessa knew it was time. She and her elite had to act. “Now.”

The Giant of Hell’s Valley and her core warriors leaped into action. Relics came to life, flinging their power into the body of the octopus. Under their focused assault, the monster suffered terribly.

However, the beast was massive and hardy. While the wounds it suffered were hideous, they were far from enough to take it down. More tentacles came whipping by, bringing with them a deluge of mental attacks.

It was becoming clear to the humans that the octopus was good at ranged attacks, and the powers it wielded covered a huge area. Against a large force like Greenland’s soldiers, this promised to wreak havoc. But against a single enemy, the beast had difficulty targeting its ire.

Barb flung herself forward, hacking off a tentacle with one heave of her sword. It sloughed to the ground, but instead of falling still, the limb sprouted bony spikes. It flailed among the humans with wild abandon, creating a zone of mangled corpses.

“Stop it!” Azura cried.

The Awakened around her fired arrows of energy at the limb. It took two dozen blows before it was too badly mangled to do any more damage.

Azura then turned to the monster. With her short swords, she chopped off two more tentacles. Now that she knew what to expect, she quickly carved both limbs to pieces before they even hit the ground.

Elsewhere, Gabriel was weaving his Shadethread. The malignant weave cut apart the beast’s extremities, leaving very little behind. Since the octopus relied on these tentacles to attack, if the appendages were removed, the monster would be weakened.

The behemoth was incensed. How dare these arrogant, insignificant vermin try to fight back?! It was time they learned their folly.


87 / Taking the City


The giant octopus released a tidal wave of mental energy. Those tentacles that the humans had fought so hard to destroy re-formed in an instant. All of the headway they’d made through the bitter conflict was erased in the blink of an eye.

The bastard creature also had incredible regenerative abilities!

After restoring its tentacles, the octopus heaved its frame out of the ground. It was committed to using its full strength to show these insects their place.

Now, the difference between it and a true octopus was evident, for the amorphous body they’d seen so far was only its top half. Beneath the surface was the rest of its form, a sort of thorax with tentacles large enough to move it around like legs.

It was a hideous giant of a thing! A half-octopus, half-titan monstrosity that stood three hundred meters tall. Wreathed in tentacles, the mountainous entity towered over its foes. Its main eye was enormous and shone like a jewel, with countless smaller orbs surrounding it and peering in all directions.

“Don’t be reckless! Look for a weakness!” Natessa weighed her foe. It was huge and wielded great power, including the ability to regenerate itself. Normal attacks weren’t going to kill it, but that didn’t mean it was invincible. Everything could be killed. They just needed to find out how.

Awakened and eboncrys artillery fired ceaselessly into the monster’s form. The cavern was afire with different elemental attacks. It responded by slithering several tentacles over, which released a shield of protective energy. Fire, ice, wind, and artillery blasts were absorbed by the tentacles’ suckers as they slammed into the shield.

A slew of different attacks. Powerful regeneration. Sturdy defenses. How could they have known this fiend would be so formidable!? It was almost mythical. Between its many skills and high intelligence, the combined forces of lesser beasts and human soldiers seemed outmatched.

It released an ear-piercing roar. The smaller eyes peppering its head glowed like red beacons before sending that power to the main eye.

“Watch out! It’s going to attack!”

A ray of intense destructive energy exploded from the monster. It pierced the horde of creatures and the humans behind, instantly disintegrating everything it came into contact with. Even the ground below was erased, leaving a smooth trench behind.

These worthless pests dare to challenge me?! The incredulous thoughts swam through the monster’s head as it prepared for another attack. It lumbered forward out of the hive. If this next assault succeeded, it would eradicate most of the Greenland attackers.

In this instant, the Shepherd God threw herself into the fight. Sitting upon the Dragon King, she dashed over the shield towards the octopus’s head. The fiend sensed her charge and reached out with several tentacles to meet her. Spears of ice, fire, and lightning screamed through the air.

The dryad, standing on the dragon’s back by Autumn’s side, stretched out its hands and blocked them.

Anger filled the colossus’s mind. It abandoned its attack on the troops below and lifted its head, aiming the eyes towards the approaching god. However, she was one step ahead. She released a beam of light from her flute, which drove into the large, central eye of her foe.

A terrible howl of pain shook the cavern. The octopus reeled back in agony and tried to stagger away from danger. It seemed she had found the monster’s weakness, which was also its strongest weapon.

Natessa watched it all happen. “Attack the eye!”

The Shepherd God withdrew and was replaced by soldiers and Awakened. They focused their attacks on the beast’s central eye with everything they could muster.

Writhing tentacles were raised to deflect what it could, but the Shepherd God came by for another pass. With her beams of light, she cut them all down. Regenerating them took time, which allowed many of the humans’ attacks to find purchase.

Deafening screams of pain erupted as the octopus’s central eye was destroyed. A gaping, bloody hole remained. Falling onto its side, the monster flailed and writhed in agony.

The pain was so great that it could no longer focus on controlling the lesser beasts. Taking this opportunity, the Shepherd God reasserted her dominance. Like a swarm of hungry locusts, they descended on the octopus and began to gnaw at its body.

Under this fierce and unending abuse, the colossal monster was torn to pieces. Even with its incredible rate of regeneration, there was no coming back from this brutal end. Judging by its power, the thing was as terrifying as a god or demon. It was another highly evolved creature from the far reaches of space, but it ultimately fell at the hands of humans.

With the fall of its protector, the hive was exposed. Soldiers closed in and swept through, eradicating nearly everything. A few were spared and kept under the Shepherd God’s control. Perhaps they could be tamed and used for the benefit of humanity.

At last, the threat that menaced this underground city was largely eliminated.

Azura led her troops inside where they found scores of animal eggs piled high to the ceiling. Inside were the unique, empowered beasts they’d eliminated to get here. What served as their progenitors were squirming sacks of flesh, endlessly belching more eggs into the chamber.

“Time to smash some eggs,” Pigblossom growled.

“Hold!” Azura raised her hand. “They might be useful. Don’t destroy them. A few of you stay behind to keep watch. The rest of us pull back.”

Her idea was simple. Many of the monsters down here had special abilities. They were more like divine beasts than mutants – special artifacts. Tools. And tools could be used by humans.

Azura thought about Cloudhawk’s pet bird. Strictly speaking, Oddball wasn’t a legendary sort of creature like Autumn’s crystal Dragon King. There were probably many beasts on this planet that were stronger. What made divine beasts special and different from relics was that they could grow and become stronger.

After so many years with Cloudhawk, Oddball had grown strong. Divine beasts that grew without the aid of a master were weak, but if they were nourished by a demon hunter’s mental energy, they became dangerous.

If one thought of it like that, this area was clearly a breeding ground for some advanced civilization.

It was a civilization that had some connection to the gods – probably victims, like humans. This was a remnant of their long-lost people. It would be foolish to just throw it away. Azura believed that if they culled the wild adults, these eggs could be domesticated and made to benefit her species. Maybe in a few decades, every denizen of this planet could come here and pick a divine beast for themselves.

This hive wasn’t a problem. It was a treasure trove!

After securing the hive, troops spread out to continue cleaning up the rest of the beasts. With the help of the Shepherd God, the process was quick and smooth. The underground city was nearly ready for habitation.

When their work was done, Natessa led the force back to the surface. There, the emigrants were gathered up and escorted by Greenland soldiers underground. Living quarters were assigned without issue. The abandoned metropolis was large enough to accommodate millions if needed.

It was a home that came equipped with plenty of resources. The surface plants weren’t ordinary foliage, but advanced energy collectors. Light from the sun was gathered and converted for use below the crust. Besides a few copses that had grown naturally, most plants were tightly connected to batteries.

As a result, there was plenty of light, water, food, and everything else a functioning city required. There was even a system of automatic urban repair, cleaning and maintenance of the hive. Its constant flows of energy kept the hatchery functional and under control. All told, the city was a perfectly equipped living environment.

Over the next twenty-four hours, one hundred thousand people settled into their new homes. Luciasha stood among her clean domicile of alien construction, marveling at how different it all was. She felt a comforting sense of security here, beneath the planet’s jungle shell.

She wasn’t alone. The vast majority of residents were women, children, the elderly… people who were weak or infirm. To them, Emerald Star’s abundant utopia was the perfect place to ride out the coming war.

“Look at how big you’ve grown, Azura.”

As Luciasha was touring the city, she came across the young woman and muttered the words to herself. She remembered the day they met. It was because of her that Azura came under Cloudhawk’s care. Now, only a few years later, little Blue had grown tremendously.

It seemed anyone caught in Cloudhawk’s orbit changed dramatically.

Luciasha didn’t approach Azura. It was neither the time nor the place.

People were still coming into the city, and Greenland’s soldiers were busy seeing to everyone’s safety. Azura and her compatriots watched in satisfaction. A new home was being built, and they were an important part of that. Over time, the population of Emerald Star and its underground city would grow.

Back on earth, Cloudhawk gradually felt the weight of his responsibility for these people ease. Now that they were out of harm’s way, he could focus on unleashing his full strength against Mount Sumeru.


88 / The Armor


Cloudhawk left two copies back in the Southern Capital to look after things. As for the original? He was off to Woodland Vale. Beneath its God Tree, in an area forbidden for others to enter, lay the Demon King’s Cuirass. It was time for another try.

While he wasn’t confident in his chances, Cloudhawk was eager to make some progress. Even if he failed, another attempt was necessary. He knew that the Cuirass would be an important part of the coming war and couldn’t afford to have it fall into divine hands.

Standing before the altar, Cloudhawk placed his hands beside the crystal-encased armor. Right away, he felt the power within him resonating with the relic. If he could only put it on, then the latent power of the Demon King would fill him completely. He would finally complete his inheritance.

What did that mean? He would finally be able to unleash the power of Gehenna, which had lain dormant for over a thousand years.

“You are refused!”

Once again, the bitter declaration was forced into Cloudhawk’s mind.

“Come on! The gods are beating down our door. Work with me here!” Cloudhawk was losing his temper. “Where am I not good enough? Tell me something! How am I supposed to change what I don’t know? … wait, something’s happening.”

Cloudhawk pleaded with the armor. Although he knew there was some measure of will, there was no ability for it to think for itself, much less understand Cloudhawk’s plight. It was like trying to argue with a stone.

So what could he do?

He didn’t have the time to figure out what the armor was looking for. He had a broken civilization to rebuild and an army of gods on the way. Every second counted.

Fine! Simple methods are the best anyway. I’m not worthy? Well fuck you, I think I am. Cloudhawk was not afraid to force things when necessary. The armor wouldn’t capitulate? Maybe it would after he smacked it around a little!

He reached out and grasped the crystal. Immediately, he was filled with a jarring current of electricity. Before, it would have been strong enough to blast him off his feet, but Cloudhawk had become much stronger. Like a thug forcing himself on a frail woman, resistance would hardly stop him.

Cracks began to appear. Muscles in Cloudhawk’s arms bulged, and the ground cracked beneath his feet. Dirt was kicked up as a shockwave blasted through the mausoleum. All at once, the crystal housing shattered, but when the armor was freed, Cloudhawk witnessed something he did not expect. While it appeared to be in perfect condition locked inside the crystal, once released, the armor crumbled into a dozen pieces.

The Cuirass was… broken?

That fact wasn’t so surprising. The defensive relic had once been worn by the defeated Demon King. It would have been more strange for his armor to be unscathed after his death. After looking them over, Cloudhawk could see that the pieces still had some use.

Pieces of the armor scattered through the chamber. “Don’t try to escape! Get back here!” Cloudhawk yelled as he groped for them. His dimensional powers held them fast, and then, with incredible force, he gradually dragged them back to his feet.

It was a mighty struggle. Although the cuirass was a mythical relic, it was just a broken tool in the end. The armor was nothing without a master to wield it. Certainly no match for Cloudhawk. Through sheer force of will, he fitted the pieces around his body.

“Now or never,” he said through gritted teeth.

Cloudhawk needed this armor. He needed the authority it represented. Paying no mind to the consequences, he took a deep breath, and as he exhaled, he released a flood of Castigation Fire. It spread all across him, burning his clothes away.

The pieces of the Demon King’s Cuirass affixed themselves to his body.

He felt in that instant like there were thousands of spikes digging into his flesh. Unspeakable agony poured through him like he’d been immersed in a sea of lightning. Veins burst. Muscles spasmed.

But even in the face of this torture, Cloudhawk would not yield. He raised his arms again and clenched his hands into fists. The fragments covered him from head to toe, like he was a shattered statue on the verge of falling to pieces.

The pain continued to grow. Every nerve was on fire. The Demon King’s Cuirass was rejecting his body, and the agony was nearly more than he could bear. If constant pain of this magnitude was the cost of donning the armor, Cloudhawk would not be able to do it.

But the gods were coming. This was just a piece of fucking armor, and it was getting the better of him!

Just as he was about to succumb, a change began. Set within the breastplate was a cavity, and from that hole, a light emerged. It coalesced into a stone with crimson veins running through it.

It’d been a long time since Cloudhawk had seen the phase stone, so long that it was almost unfamiliar. It was… it was the stone he’d taken from the sweepers so many years ago. It was one of the first things he’d absorbed with the power of Castigation Fire. So how was it appearing now?

With the stone’s appearance, the restless fragments of armor began to calm. Ominous red light pulsed within as though it were a beating heart. Scarlet light like rivulets of blood spread across the cuirass.

He could feel it. When he first took hold of it, the armor was enormous – too large for him. But now, it was shrinking. Little by little, it was forming to fit his body. With every passing second, the pain eased as his body acclimated to the relic. It stopped fighting him.

He felt… strange. It defied description, like his body was growing an extra muscle layer or a second skin. The armor fused perfectly with his form, so completely that his nerves even ran through it. He felt every inch, even the slightest breeze, as though he wore nothing at all.

In fact, he felt as though his sense of the outside world was even keener than what he felt through his own skin. He could distinguish the slightest changes around him. With his feet planted on the ground, it was like he was part of the earth.

And then there was the power! It filled every part of him. Cloudhawk felt like he could punch a mountain into rubble. Reflexes, constitution, speed – every aspect of him soared to new heights.

Had he succeeded? It seemed too easy! Forcing the armor to accept him was an act of desperation. He hadn’t expected it to actually work.

He produced a mirror to see the result. The image that looked back at him was a creature encased in fierce black armor. The only piece of him that was exposed was his face. But… it didn’t have the commanding look that a Demon King’s armor should have!

It was dark and savage, yes, but it still looked like a hodgepodge of broken pieces. Each jagged crack was filled with a blood-like fluid, as though someone had tried to glue together a shattered mural. By the look of it, the armor would collapse at the first blow.

He was sure that the armor was different now, changed since it was worn by the previous King. After dwelling on it for a moment, he discovered that his strength had not increased as he’d originally thought. The armor felt… inert. Like any normal piece of equipment.

He understood. Cloudhawk had succeeded in donning the armor by accident. It was fused to him, but it was still a broken thing. It did not submit to him and so would not convey its power. Only its physical aspects were usable. Its true essence was still locked away.

Naturally, he could not call on Gehenna while the armor still refused him. But at least there were some gains. He wore the armor now and could protect it from being stolen or destroyed.

Cloudhawk ran his hands over his body. Although the armor was shattered, it still covered him completely, all but his face. All that was missing was… a mask. He thought for a moment, then produced the Mask of a Thousand Faces, an old relic from long ago, and slipped it on.

Once again, things began to change. Somehow, the mask, helmet, and neck plates all fused together perfectly. He found it strange. Was the mask a part of this armor? An odd possibility, but one he didn’t pay much mind to right now. It worked, and that was enough.

He felt like a different person. He jumped backward experimentally and rocketed a hundred meters through the cavern, slamming into a wall. It all tumbled around him, but he felt nothing.

Hell yeah! Cloudhawk figured his physical attributes were now two to three times better than they were before. Not bad… not bad at all. For the time being, it was an adequate improvement. If he had to compare it to something, he felt like he had the qualities of a Marshal. Who knew what levels he would reach once the armor was repaired?

Well, first he would have to take it off. He put his hands to his chest… but how was he supposed to remove it? The armor looked shattered, but it was totally fused to his body.

This sort of armament was totally different from the sort humans used. It was one whole piece from head to toe. There were no hinges, plates, or straps. From the moment he put it on, the Demon King’s Cuirass had become a part of him. Like another organ. Teleporting wasn’t going to free him from it either.

Well… shit. Was he just supposed to sleep in it?

He fused with it for a little while, but the only thing Cloudhawk could remove was the mask. Nothing else would give, so he used his Spare in the Southern Capital to tell Legion what happened.

The elder demon was surprised to learn he’d put it on. “I am shocked to hear the armor could be forced to comply. You are wearing it, but it seems as though it still has not been activated. You won’t be able to activate and release it until it has awakened.”

So if Cloudhawk wanted to escape this thing, he had to conquer it completely. In other words, this was his body, at least for the foreseeable future. It was his new skin, and he couldn’t just slip out of his own skin.


89 / Final Withdrawal
Boom! Boom! Boom!



Several explosions shuddered through the area, one after another.

A portion of a small mountain collapsed, sending debris scattering across the ground. A sleek black figure leaped from the marred terrain onto another mountain, repeating the process. As the mountains cracked beneath his feet, the figure paused and stood tall.

He was stark against the clear blue sky. Sunlight washed across the world like a lake of fire, but the black figure defied its glare. A frigid aura hung over it, a shawl of dark majesty, and the shattered armor was interspersed with veins of red creeping out from the center. The figure was a vision of fragmented terror.

Cloudhawk’s features were hidden behind the Mask of a Thousand Faces, adding to the effect.

After donning the armor, Cloudhawk could tear down mountains with his fists. Even without mental energy and relics, he could tear airships apart with his monstrous strength alone. Although the armor did not give Cloudhawk the mental abilities of his predecessor, it had greatly strengthened his body. He had more precision and control of the mental energy he already possessed. These things increased his battle capabilities.

“Go on, take a swipe.”

Cloudhawk called out to empty air. His voice sounded like the rasping sands of the desert as it passed through his mask, tyrannical and frightening. As if on command, a slash of dazzling light came screaming towards him.

The sword of light came tearing upward from the foot of the mountain, leaving a dazzling streak in its wake. Where it passed, the stone was cleanly split, carving a path with Cloudhawk at its terminus.

What an attack!

Cloudhawk didn’t try to dodge. Instead, he raised his arms, putting his hands between him and the sword. When it struck, it was like a flood of power, sending Cloudhawk careening off the mountain peak.

Then, the sword vanished. A figure in white arrived and landed lightly upon the ground.

Selene was surprised by Cloudhawk’s gall. He deflected her attack without any defenses… and succeeded. Shouldering the blow had caused him no harm. His natural defenses had to be incredible.

Cloudhawk looked himself over. A few small cracks peppered his hands, but they were healing quickly. The Demon King’s phase stone was focusing his mental energies towards the recovery of the armor. It was clearly the key component of the Cuirass. Unless the stone was destroyed, the armor could continuously reforge itself.

Selene looked him over. “If you never master the armor, will you stay this way forever?”

“That’s… hard to say.” Cloudhawk was feeling a little helpless. He’d tried to remove the armor using several methods, but none had succeeded. It had grown into him, and who had ever seen a man with a skin of armor? He was like a different species.

He didn’t want to deal with this problem right now. “How goes the evacuation of the Vale’s residents?”

“There aren’t many of them. Woodland Vale and the surrounding areas should be evacuated in a day or two.” Selene then added, “but things aren’t going so smoothly in other areas.”

Cloudhawk’s plans were clear, with only two explicit instructions: evacuate non-combatants and gather their forces. Whoever couldn’t fight was sent to Emerald Star to escape the fighting and establish a distant human settlement. Meanwhile, warriors from all over the planet, Elysian and wastelander alike, would be brought together to fight for the future of this world.

Easier said than done, of course.

First, the number of people he needed to move was astronomical. Earlier iterations of the plan called for only a small number, but after acquiring Source, he had a way to scale their operations up. A small seed planted on a distant planet became a full-scale exodus.

Evacuating people was a vital part of the war against the gods.

Cloudhawk knew that overcoming his enemies wasn’t going to be a quick or easy process. It was going to be a struggle that involved strategic abandonment of most centers of humanity. Soldiers would fight harder if they knew their families were somewhere the gods couldn’t reach. Beyond that, an established base away from danger could offer a lot of support to the front lines.

The grim fact was that if humanity was preserved elsewhere, fresh bodies could be provided as the need arose.

Part of Cloudhawk’s projects after taking over the wastes was establishing central cities. Just as the Southern Capital was the heart of the southern wastes, Woodland Vale served as the North’s heart. After taking the Demon King’s Cuirass, Cloudhawk opened a portal to Emerald Star so that the Vale’s people could flee. With them he sent the Shepherd God. So far, everything seemed to be going smoothly.

There was never anything to worry about when it came to Woodland Vale. Cloudhawk had been in control of this place for a fair length of time, and outsiders were few. The Shepherd God’s support and their simple lives made things easier.

The more troubling areas were the Elysian lands. Each one had much larger populations, and not everyone supported Cloudhawk’s efforts. That made evacuating them harder, and there were roadblocks cropping up in every one of them.

“Let’s go.” With a thought, spatial energy radiated from Cloudhawk, enveloping both him and Selene. Both figures vanished.

Selene recognized how much Cloudhawk was changing. His powers grew deeper and more enigmatic by the day. She remembered the days when Cloudhawk had to struggle to activate his powers and how unstable it used to be. Now, he wielded the former Demon King’s powers with finesse. No stops or procedures, just a thought. It was so natural that she felt jealous.

In a very short time, the two arrived in the capital city of Praelius. They arrived to find it in chaos.

After assimilating the realm’s leaders, the thousands of soldiers left behind were forcing the people to pack up their goods and leave the city. The streets were jampacked, and the sky was choked with airships. Soldiers shuffled back and forth, carting resources to the vessels for transport to the Southern Capital.

“Everyone, please maintain order! Do not interfere with the soldiers’ work! I am Eutropius Griev1, steward of this realm, and I am telling you we must all evacuate within three days!”

“I promise you safety. You will all be brought somewhere new where you will not be affected by the war. There will be no poverty or hunger. A new life awaits. Trust in what the governor has told you...”

The reassurances came from a public announcement system set up throughout the city. It was being played in a loop. Cloudhawk had met Eutropius several times. He was a young and capable soldier who had been tapped to lead this realm during its transition. He was a talented man. However, the task before him was a daunting one.

“Eutropius! I thought of you as a brother, but then you go and perform this treachery?! Do you think you’re worthy of your teacher? Aren’t you ashamed to let down Orchid and all of the realm’s people?”

The city’s steward was in the midst of deploying soldiers to maintain order when the booming voice cut through the air. A group of several hundred angry men flooded the area, preceding a middle-aged gentleman with a face full of indignant rage. He was followed by a group of several dozen demon hunters.

“Norman Seabrook.2”

Eutropius was in his thirties and was already a famed demon hunter and warrior among his peers. The man challenging him was at one point a fellow apprentice under the same Master Demon Hunter. Until recently, they had enjoyed a lifelong friendship.

Orchis, who Norman had referred to, was another younger disciple and their master’s beloved daughter. She later became Eutropius’s wife.

“Hold!” The soldiers were all poised to attack. Eutropius had his hand raised. “Stay your weapons!”

Norman led the League of Demon Hunters here in Praelius and was one of the realm’s mightiest fighters. He championed the city’s resistance to Cloudhawk’s rule. His reasons were simple – the Master he loved so dearly died at this monster’s hand.

After the Elysian defeat at Sky Fortress, there were many who would rather die than live under the demon’s reign. Legion had them put to death. One of them was this Master Demon Hunter, a respected member of the realm. This action cleaved a rift between these two men, who were like brothers.

One decided to back Cloudhawk and become his dog. The other raised the flag of opposition and resolved to fight.

Eutropius stared at his former companion with red eyes. One hand was wrapped around the pommel of his sword, still sheathed at his waist. In a loud voice, he called back, “Don’t force me, Norman. Everyone has to go.”

“Have you no shame, Eutropius?” Norman screamed back. “You betray Sumeru, betray our teacher! You force people from their homes! Don’t you fear the curses people lay upon you? I am shocked and saddened at how far you’ve fallen.”

Eutropius was shaking. It was no secret to him that in the hearts of many Elysians, he was a foul turncoat. They called him human trash, someone who turned his back on his people and his teacher. The man who used to be as close as a brother hated him. His own wife would not forgive him.

“It’s not at all what you say. Think! You know me. Do I fear death?” Eutropius shouted the challenge in anger. “It would be easier to die, but I can’t. My conscience told me that there is a mission I must accomplish. A burden I must shoulder. Otherwise-”

“What conscience can you pretend to have? Shut your lying mouth!” Norman ripped his sword from its sheath. “Today, either you die, or I die!”

“It does not have to be this way!” However, Eutropius sighed and drew his own sword. There was no talking his brother down.

Norman was just as despondent. He never imagined his fellow apprentice would do the things he’d done. In his heart, it was clear that with the army under Eutropius’s control, he had no chance of winning. But he still had to try.

Eutropius didn’t want to kill his lifelong friend. He would give up his own life for Norman’s if the need arose. But there was no choice, no time for hesitation. Any uncertainty could mean thousands of dead Elysians.

He didn’t care about his own life, but he had a mission that he had to see through. In times like this, someone had to rise to the occasion.



1 His name means “compass”, but interestingly, the character for his last name is both a surname and part of the character meaning “to attend to or manage”, which is precisely his title. Eutropius is Greek meaning “good direction”, while Griev is a middle-English sort of title for “steward”.
2 “Deep blue sea of the north.” Norman means “north man”, and Seabrook is obvious.
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As Eutropius and Norman charged at one another, the space between them warped. A pair of hands reached from the ether, catching both weapons. Praelius’s two mighty champions were flung away from each other.

“Who are you?!”

A sea of shocked faces stared at the beings that had appeared from nowhere. The stark contrast between Cloudhawk and Selene made for quite the sight.

Cloudhawk was encased in demonic armor that cut a horrific and brutal figure. His face was masked behind a hideous face, and the eyes that peered through were an angry pulsing red. He was like a nightmare that crawled out from the darkest parts of the human psyche.

Beside him was a woman clad in resplendent white. Selene’s long black hair fell like a waterfall past her shoulders, caressing the crystalline blade strapped to her back. She was wreathed in holy light and had a divine temperament, like an angel.

“You’re Cloudhawk!”

Norman felt an intensity coming from this creature that he’d never felt before. His power was stifling, so much so that he knew immediately there was no other creature on this planet that could match him. Who else other than the hated Cloudhawk could inspire such awe and fear?

“Indeed.” Cloudhawk’s voice was hideous, like flesh on gravel. “I am Cloudhawk.”

“Die!”

Norman’s eyes were wide and bloodshot as, with a thunderous battle cry, he hacked at Cloudhawk with his sword. It spewed a gash of cutting light.

Cloudhawk paid this paltry attempt on his life no mind. He merely extended a finger and caught the attack when it neared. The light dispersed harmlessly. Afterward, a surge of energy passed through the gauntlet, belching a ray of pale white energy.

It enveloped his opponent, and within that light, Norman’s sword shattered into pieces. A force like being slammed by an airship hit him at full force and sent him flying into a nearby wall.

Cloudhawk slowly retracted his hand. His crackling voice returned. “This is a warning. Next time, I will show no mercy.”

“Devil!”

“Die, you bastard!”

Two demon hunters hurled their insults and attacked. They were Norman’s men, respectable members of the League of Demon Hunters, and they attacked this threat to their home with all the power of their relics.

To them, there was no worse fiend than this heathen. The only reason their realm was in such dire straits was because of him!

Cloudhawk vanished, reappearing a moment later in another spot. No one saw what he did, but the two demon hunters crumpled to the ground with their heads caved in. A spray of gore coated the ground.

“All together, attack him!” The remainder of Norman’s followers brandished their relics and charged.

Tongues of fire leaped up from each of Cloudhawk’s fingers, and with a snap, they flew off into the air. Like pebbles dropping into a lake, the air rippled as the fires passed through space and reappeared directly in front of each target.

A chorus of horrified, pained screams arose. Green fire enveloped the demon hunters and continued until they were scorched black. Cloudhawk used his spatial abilities to teleport Castigation Fire onto his enemies. There was no way to escape.

Such a terrible scene sapped the others of any desire to fight. Cloudhawk was too strong, and his methods were too cruel. No ordinary person was his match, and the fear that filled them was insurmountable.

Norman rose up on shaky legs. His weapon was destroyed, and his body wounded. Seeing his men murdered, he screamed in rage and flung himself forward. At that moment, his eyes met Cloudhawk’s.

Deep inside, dual embers of crimson fire burned. He could see them smoldering behind the mask. The pressure that entered Norman's mind was hard to describe. It was like two hot knives drilling through his skull. He felt a foreign will force its way into him. All courage shattered, and he stood frozen in place, trembling like a babe.

He saw his future. If he moved a muscle, he would be destroyed. This power ground his willpower to dust. It was incontestable that he was a mere insect before this man. Norman had believed himself to be fearless, but in the face of this devil, he knew what true fear was. Like a statue, he was frozen in place.

Cloudhawk could rob a soldier of his valor with a glance. Eutropius and the others could hardly believe what they were witnessing.

He’d used his mental powers to subdue Norman for a reason. Cloudhawk recognized that he was an important figure in this realm, a hero of the so-called resistance. Killing him would make the man a martyr and empower his movement.

Killing him was easy, but it wasn’t the right call.

“There are limits to my love, compassion, and patience. I am not the monster you want to make me out to be, but I’m no sterling hero either.” As he spoke, Cloudhawk’s growling voice bore a domineering quality that demanded attention. “Everyone has the power and authority to choose their own destiny. I will not force anyone to follow me, but I will warn those who would remain to cause chaos: I have no qualms doing what I have to do. Whether that means taking one man’s life or a million.”

His meaning was clear. They didn’t have to obey. If they found somewhere cool to rest their heads, then go! But they couldn’t be allowed to get in his way.

He was at his limit. Cloudhawk wouldn’t tolerate any more interference in his plans. Any troublemakers would be handled with extreme prejudice. One man, a hundred men, ten thousand men… it didn’t matter. He would not balk at a massacre if it was necessary.

Gritting his teeth, Norman fixed his eyes on Eutropius. “Where is Orchid?”

Eutropius sheathed his weapon. “I’ve already sent her somewhere safe.”

“She’ll never forgive you.”

“I have to do this.”

“Fine… fine!” Norman spat the words, gathered his remaining men, and left. He knew that fighting Cloudhawk was a lost cause. Better, instead, to rally the opposition. When the gods came, they would not exterminate those who were truly pious. It was Cloudhawk and his treasonous snakes that would suffer at the hands of the divine.

Cloudhawk watched him go. The opposition forces in these realms were more troublesome than he thought. There would always be those in the world too stubborn to see reason.

“Some still refuse to believe us.” Selene looked out over the crowd. “Why is change so hard for them? Why is faith in the gods so important?”

“We can’t wake up people who refuse to see the truth, much less the dead. No plan Is perfect.” Cloudhawk was trying desperately to pull his species back from the brink of extinction. But if people wanted to link wrists and throw themselves off that cliff, he couldn’t stop them. He was no saint. He could only do his best. “Let’s go.”

Selene turned her head to regard Eutropius. “You are doing well.”

His deep voice answered. “I have no choice.”

“Your people will understand one day. History will remember.”

“Perhaps...” A bitter, helpless grin spread across Eutropius’s face. The words were hollow. He looked at Cloudhawk standing before him, felt the thick air of oppression that wafted off the man. He fought past the fear. “Leader Cloudhawk, our population is too large. One evacuation point is not enough. We need more portals if we’re to get everyone to safety.”

At his current level of strength – and especially with Source – opening several portals was not an issue for Cloudhawk. The steward was right that each portal would speed the process up exponentially.

“There is also a group that refuses to leave. I want to ensure their safety.”

Cloudhawk revealed the true purpose of the Elysian lands in order to unify their governments. That didn’t stop bullheaded zealots like Norman from fighting back. If the respected members of Elysian society didn’t fall in line, how could he expect ordinary people to?

Conspiracy theories were a common thing. Cloudhawk was often depicted as an agent of Gehenna, here to spread false evidence. All of it was a ploy to help demons take over the earth. The faithful were determined to remain behind for the righteous gods to return and deliver them from sin.

And then there were some who understood the truth but still chose to follow Sumeru.

Sure, the gods might be raising them for energy, but the lives they led as cattle were better than those of wastelanders. They were livestock, but knowing that didn’t change anything. It didn’t matter what happened when they died, so long as they enjoyed a comfortable life. Rising up against one’s master was just a quicker path to slaughter!

Cloudhawk agreed with Eutropius’s request. The realm was rich, and although leaving meant taking many resources with them, they could comfortably leave much behind so that those who wished to remain wouldn’t starve.

The troubles in Praelius had been handled. Cloudhawk brought Selene to the other Elysian lands to see what could be done. One after another, issues were handled before they were allowed to affect the exodus.

At the same time, the Southern Capital was undergoing significant changes. Its defenses were greatly strengthened, but the city had exploded to four to five times its size in only a few days. Citizens and soldiers from all over the world were either preparing for war or for evacuation.

Docks were packed with airships, and all around, the surrounding ruins outposts were being established. From the outside, it might have looked chaotic, but the truth was that everything had been carefully arranged. A staggering array of Elysian and wastelander equipment had been brought to bear for what was to come.

All details big and small were being handled by Legion.

Cloudhawk was, after all, too young to manage such delicate things. The intricacies of human interaction were beyond him, much less an overarching strategy for war with the gods. He was smart enough to realize, however, that this mobilization on an unprecedented scale was running rather smoothly.

The threat of death was a great way to galvanize potential.

Cloudhawk estimated that if he had half a month, they could fully rally humanity’s forces and evacuate all non-combatants. But did he have that long?

It was late in the afternoon two days later when he was summoned by Legion and the Cloud God. He teleported to the meeting room to be filled in on the situation.

“The gods have arrived.”

“Our advanced detection equipment in the Elysian lands have picked up traces. Gravitational fluctuations near the moon tell us that Sumeru’s forces are close. We must prepare for an immediate invasion.”

The gods weren’t coming to them immediately. It seemed they would first set up a forward base on the moon in order to prepare out of Cloudhawk’s reach. No equipment in humanity’s arsenal could cross such a distance.

The divine invasion was at hand.
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The truth was confirmed. Gods had entered their solar system. Their counterinsurgency was about to begin. How were the humans supposed to prepare for this?

Cloudhawk sat in his fortress, surrounded by dozens of high-ranking Elysians and wastelanders. They were all grappling with that question.

“We should take the fight to them!” Phoenix shot to her feet and made the suggestion. Her combative nature was never in question.

“We have to fight them eventually. There is no avoiding it. We should take this opportunity while they’re still on unsteady footing. Send our best up there and hit them hard. Let them see our strength and determination.”

Siegebreaker, now commander of Praelius’s armies, responded, “Master Phoenix makes a good point. According to what we know, the group on the moon is not their main force, only their fastest. It’s a good chance for us to gain the upper hand. A quick victory would improve our people’s waning morale.”

“Greet them with an iron fist? What do the rest of you think?”

“I think that would be disastrous,” Governor Pelagius replied. “The civilization of our enemies is far more advanced than ours. With their ingrained unity and discipline, they will have prepared with great speed. There is no such thing as ‘unsteady footing’ with the gods. If our attackers can even reach their base, they will be met with cannons and an established defense force.”

“I agree, for what my opinion is worth.” The agreement came from Highmorn’s Master Demon Hunter Anan. He had recovered from his wounds. Though weak, he still firmly voiced his opinion. “We don’t have the equipment or preparation for a battle on the moon’s surface. We should focus on strengthening our position here before the battle begins. Our enemies are far deadlier than us. We need our defenses to be able to rise up to the challenge.”

Phoenix was not pleased with the opposition. “Defense, defense, always defense. How are we supposed to win if we just sit behind walls? Do you think we have the resources and troop numbers to wait out a siege?”

“Our troops and resources are exactly why we can’t waste them on a suicide mission. Our limited means are too precious. Instead of thinking about ludicrous ways to win the war, we should be focusing on how to survive as long as possible.”

Both sides devolved into shouting over one another.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was lost in thought. It was a fair point that boldness was a risk, considering how unequal their civilizations were. Focusing on defense seemed wise, but was it as easy as the Highmorn delegation claimed? The gods wielded tremendous power and influence throughout the galaxy. Expecting humanity’s paltry resistance to stand much of a chance seemed foolish.

Legion turned to Cloudhawk. “What does my King think about our situation?”

“They’re right, we can’t afford the risk. We have to prioritize preserving our strength. We are neither equipped nor capable of taking the fight out there. Best we can do is bide our time.” He saw it clearly. Humanity’s best chance was convincing the demons to join their cause. Cloudhawk would continue to try and establish a relationship, but in the meantime, they couldn’t act rashly. “On the other hand, sitting around with our head in our shell is only waiting for death. We have to at least test their strength. I’ll go myself.”

Selene was shocked by the proposal. “To the moon?”

“Unacceptable.” Southern Capital’s Governor Dawn refused outright. “You’re too important to gamble your life on a scouting mission. The gods are intelligent and must have something prepared. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were expecting you to show up.”

“No one’s better at getting out of a sticky situation than I am,” Cloudhawk assured her. “I’m the only one who can do this job.”

Although the council was stacked with powerful people, only a handful were able to even make it to the moon. Among them, Cloudhawk was the best equipped. His spatial powers allowed him to come and go as he pleased. A quick trip to the moon’s surface was all they needed. Then, if something went wrong, he could blink back home without issue.

Running wasn’t his only skill either. He was strong, well-defended, and good at keeping himself hidden. As a spy, his abilities were second to none. Even compared to the gods, he was impressively strong.

That was it. The decision was made, despite Dawn’s reasonable fears.

A person’s decisions were always bound by the reality they observed. As logical as one’s choices seemed to the individual, they were never as perfect as they appeared. Gods especially were beyond human understanding. According to everything they knew, it was impossible for them to get a full read on their enemy’s strength. In contrast, the gods knew all about Cloudhawk. It would be stupid to imagine they weren’t prepared for him to do something. Sure, Cloudhawk’s spatial abilities were enigmatic and invincible – against humans. Was this also true against gods?

There was no guarantee that teleporting to the moon wouldn’t mean walking right into a trap. In fact, it was almost a given. Mount Sumeru sent this squad of gods here for a reason, and that reason was Cloudhawk. The God King wanted him captured alive.

Gods were strong enough that an up-close battle with humans was unnecessary. They were more than capable of firing on their planet from out in space with their mighty ships. A few salvos were all they needed to obliterate this world, and there was nothing they could do to stop it.

“If gathering information is the aim, there may be a better way.” Legion offered his suggestion. “The Cloud God still maintains his link with the enemy. My King can use him as a mental conduit to reenter the Divine Matrix. Within lies the opportunity to see what the gods are preparing from a safe distance. Minimal risk to our leader.”

Cloudhawk had almost forgotten about the Divine Matrix. The Cloud God had indeed held onto his link with the unified will of his species. Skycloud’s patron was locked out of the deepest secrets of his kin, but that seal was not airtight.

The Divine Matrix was a massive information network, and traitorous gods were like hackers. They could patch the breaches as often as they liked, but the Cloud God would always find a way in. What’s more, the locks were focused on the Cloud God himself. Cloudhawk, like a virus, could slip in undetected and steal information from under the gods’ noses.

“Alright, that’s the plan.”

Cloudhawk explained his scheme to the Cloud God. Their wills connected, and Cloudhawk was conveyed through the gates and into the Divine Matrix for the second time. Once again, he found himself amid a strange and magical city.

“Please follow my lead.”

As the Cloud God spoke through their shared link, he manifested himself in the spiritual world as a small mote of light. Cloudhawk followed the spark as it danced through the air until they reached a door. Behind it was what he was looking for.

Here? Cloudhawk forced his way through the door.

When he saw what was on the other side, he froze in place. The area was… strange. Desolate, empty. Blackness closed in on all sides, and the only object of note was a tawny globe. It was Earth.

He could make out the hideous scar that was the ancient battlefield, as well as the terraformed area around the Southern Capital. This was the world as it was now, and he was staring at it from the moon.

We did it? He tried to look around and was greeted with the expansive gray surface of the moon. Its peaceful surface was disturbed, kicking dust into the vacuum of space as a vortex appeared above. It was one end of a tunnel from which an enormous ship appeared.

The ship that was spat forth was bigger than the tunnel itself. It looked like a giant liquid metal ball, perfectly circular. The surface of it shimmered with an internal light like some sort of holy vision. It was quite the thing to look upon.

The orb-like ship appeared above the surface of the moon, its glimmering surface perfectly smooth. There it hung, silently suspended and untouched by the forces of gravity like a still picture.

Behind it, the tunnel shrank and disappeared.

For a few seconds more, the ship did not move. Eventually, a light radiated from within, releasing waves of energy that moved at the speed of light. They were sonar waves, scanning the entire solar system and Cloudhawk’s home planet.

The ship began to break apart, releasing several individual droplets. They zoomed off all across the surface of the moon. After making landfall, imposing figures in glorious armor emerged. Gods – and not the half-formed things he fought below the desert. Each one was a highly evolved warrior. The weakest of them could put the strongest human to shame.

Importantly, a god’s strength could continue to grow. They didn’t progress as quickly as humans did, but their lifespans were effectively limitless. Given enough time, these lowly soldiers would slowly perfect themselves into Supremes.

Theirs was truly a frightening species.

A cursory examination told Cloudhawk there were two to three thousand of them. By no means a small force, but not impossible to defeat either. The problem was their ships. Those strange droplets could have all kinds of strange weapons and cosmic creatures he didn’t know about.

He didn’t see any specifics, but he knew there was more to this strike force than he could see.

After the gods were dispatched throughout the moon, he saw several more who were different from the others. These gods were not as strong as their King, of course, but they were definitely mightier than the Supremes of Cloudhawk’s world. Especially their leader.

Space appeared to collapse around this creature, even when it was standing still. It was like staring into a black hole. Such a potent and unique aura meant that this being – like him – had the ability to control space.

A god with spatial power. Much stronger than any he’d seen before. A leader among Supremes.

How many terrible beasts lived on Mount Sumeru? Cloudhawk’s only consolation was that the God King himself hadn’t come. If it had, they would all be doomed.


92 / Action


All relevant information about the gods’ leader was conveyed into Cloudhawk’s mind.

It was considered a Marshal and was called the Abyssal God. It was known to be one of its species’ strongest and, along with the several Supremes by its side, was responsible for crushing any defiance throughout the galaxy. Despite being a small force, this small army was a harbinger of doom for countless lesser creatures.

The divine warlords did not sense Cloudhawk’s presence. They went about their business, beginning with the silver fluid-like ships they arrived in. They broke apart into countless tiny beads.

Even after all they’d learned, Cloudhawk still didn’t know what the gods’ ships were made of. The strange material could change shape at will, as well as occupy a solid or liquid state as needed. It could break apart or fuse back together, withstood the pressure of interstellar travel, and seemed to have some measure of reactive intelligence.

“Establish the Last Judgment immediately.”

The order came from a dominant consciousness. It was a mental signature that conveyed absolute authority, without a shred of emotion. It was the will of the Abyssal God.

What was this Last Judgment?

As Cloudhawk formed the thought, he watched the thousands of metallic beads begin to stir. They split into two groups: one on the lunar surface that coalesced into a Temple structure, and the other out into the expansive black towards earth.

Was this the beginning of their attack? What were they doing?!

The methods used by the gods were always too advanced for humans to understand. Cloudhawk was at a loss. He had to learn more. The answers were somewhere else in the Divine Matrix.

As he moved on, the scene before Cloudhawk changed again. The gods all became interconnected virtual bodies, collections of ever-flowing data constantly communicating with one another. All Cloudhawk had to do was sneak into one of them and take what he wanted.

Cloudhawk picked a target and tried to enter its body. The instant he came into contact with it, the being’s mind unfurled before him.

Gods were an emotionally stunted race, but that was not to say they were devoid of emotion entirely. They weren’t robots, but had thoughts and feelings like any other living thing. However, these individualistic expressions were dulled to a great degree.

In a way, the gods were an expression of enlightenment. Perfectly detached. From the moment of their creation, much of themselves was linked to the collective. There was no need for personal thought or property. The knowledge of all the gods and everything they owned was shared. A true socialist society, wherein every piece was selflessly devoted to the collective.

Cloudhawk could sense the god’s thoughts. It stared at the dry yellow world before it without anger or interest of any sort. Only curiosity. These human insects, why do they turn their backs on Sumeru? It pondered. Amazing that such foolish creatures could have evolved in this galaxy. The God King is wise. The God King is perfect. Only the God King can save this broken world.

Cloudhawk could feel the adoration this being had for the God King. It wasn’t a forced emotion, but a genuine love for its leader. There was nothing in this zealot’s surface thoughts that he needed, so he delved in deeper to find what he was after.

He was struck by a torrent of memories and information, like water from a broken dam. Cloudhawk was submerged in it, all too much and too fast for him to quickly differentiate. All he could grasp was pieces.

“Intruder!”

The Abyssal God sensed something was wrong. It gathered its will, and in a flash, Cloudhawk’s mind was invaded. He was thrust out and cut off from the rest of the gods.

This one’s mental power was greater than even the Cloud God’s. That’s how it was able to lock them out.

Did he see me? Cloudhawk’s mind quickly returned to his body. When his eyes opened, he immediately sank into a contemplative silence. Fragments of the other god’s memories floated around in his skull, and he was trying to piece them together. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much he could make use of.

“So, what’s the deal?” Dawn asked.

“I learned a little, but there’s still a lot I couldn’t see. I’ve at least got an estimate on how many gods there are.” Cloudhawk paused for a moment. “They are led by a general called the Abyssal God. That’s all I was able to learn about it.”

“God General?”

Cloudhawk could feel the surprise from both Legion and the Cloud God. He looked at each in turn. “What’s his story?”

“There are only a handful of gods on Sumeru that bear the title of General. They are the God King’s direct subordinates. Never have they been dispatched to act as stewards of planets they conquer. Instead, they remain on Mount Sumeru awaiting orders. Their responsibility is to destroy any threat to the species.”

So, that was the deal. An unpleasant surprise that a General would be dispatched here, but what was not surprising was the level of authority it commanded over the others. The Abyssal God was one of a very few gods who held the reins of power.

Cloudhawk could sense that the Abyssal God’s power was several times greater than his world’s Supremes. Judging by its title and powers, this General wielded power over space. Fighting a monster like that was going to be trouble, especially since Cloudhawk didn’t know how its spatial powers could manifest.

“As for this Abyssal God? I’ve never heard of it.” Neither Legion nor the Cloud God had any knowledge of the creature.

This wasn’t unexpected. Perhaps the Abyssal God did not participate in the Great War a thousand years ago. As for the Cloud God, it remembered nothing prior to when it came to this planet. Its earliest memories were, like Legion, limited to the Great War.

Even Supremes had a limited understanding of divine society. A lack of knowledge about the Abyssal God was not surprising.

“It appears that this vanguard, despite its strength, is too few in number to pose a dire threat to us,” Legion determined. “We must focus on strengthening ourselves against their methods. The gaps between our civilizations’ capabilities cannot be overcome with individual strength.”

He couldn’t have said it better. Pit ten thousand primitive humans against ten thousand of their modern brethren without any equipment, and primitive man would prove stronger. But add in all the tools at their disposal? What could primitive humans do against hardened armor, armed with nothing but sticks and stones? A hundred men with the latest weapons could rip through ten thousand savages without issue.

Of course, it wasn’t a perfectly apt comparison to their situation.

Humans had been cultivated by the gods for over a thousand years. The happy chosen were taught how to use godly weapons and technology, and that came with a number of advantages. While their chances against the divine vanguard weren’t great, defeat wasn’t inevitable either.

“While I was in the Divine Matrix, I learned something important. The Abyssal God is preparing something called the Last Judgment. I don’t know what that means, but it looks like their first targets are going to be the Elysian lands.”

“The Last Judgment?” Legion was silent as he mulled over the phrase. “I’ve heard no such thing over the last thousand years. Perhaps it is something new that Mount Sumeru has developed over the last millennium.”

“Hey, news from outside! You need to come see this!”

Hellflower burst into the conference. She led them all from the subspace cube, and once they appeared outside, everyone froze.

“What is this…?”

The citizens of the Southern Capital stood out in the streets, their heads raised. In the silent darkness of the night flashed a streak of light that caused the air to warp around it. It was like an aurora, but it was so bright that it turned night into day.

“We’ve detected a layer of energy particles passing through the atmosphere.” Hellflower explained, for she knew the question on everyone’s mind. “We don’t know exactly what it is, but there have been similar reports from all over the planet. It’s everywhere.”

Some sort of ray weapon? A biological attack? Nanoparticles? Or maybe some other danger they’d never seen before. All they could do was stare at the sky and wonder.

“This has to be the first stage in their attack.” Cloudhawk turned his attention towards the Cloud God. “All we know is that the Elysian realms are the target. I need to get back into the Matrix.”

“That is impossible. After being discovered last time, the link has been sealed. Finding a new way in will take time.”

Cloudhawk scowled in thought.

The Cloud God was a rebel to his race, and although Sumeru knew this, locking him out entirely was a complex task. The god could find new ways into the Matrix, but these breaches were short-lived. Any entrance could be used only once. Afterward, a new way in had to be uncovered.

The strange light filtered down through the atmosphere like tendrils of a luminescent fog. From up on the moon, the earth looked like it was wrapped in a blanket. Their world was a yellowish-brown sphere wrapped in a thin film.

The humans were at a loss, having no way of knowing what this substance was or what its purpose might be. Was it dangerous? Lethal? All they could do was watch it spread.


93 / The Attack Commences


The Abyssal God hung in the darkness of space. Its body was encased in armor as black as the surrounding universe, with no flows of energy or reflected light. The power radiated from within warped space in the near vicinity, making it seem as though space was collapsing around it.

Floating alone in this pocket of space hung a desolate planet, its tarnished surface lit up like a firework. Flashes of yellow light danced across it until, like a sphere dipped in dye, it was painted a vibrant blue.

The once dead planet, now glittering with color, exuded an ethereal sense of beauty.

At the same moment, on the dusty gray lunar surface behind him, there appeared a grand structure among the craters. Pulses of energy that spread from it resonated in time with the dull throb from the distant planet.

This was the true weapon. Composed of some liquid metallic substance, slithering throughout were threads of pure energy. The intricate flows of power were orders of magnitude stronger than they had been moments before. With one attack, it could permanently alter the landscape of the world.

The Abyssal God waited.

It was not the first time it dealt with a situation like this. Countless intelligent species existed out in the vast universe. As guardians of the cosmic order, there had been several times when the gods were forced to put down the agents of chaos. Typically, the gods dealt with this by gathering their ships and obliterating the planet altogether.

This time, the situation was more… complicated. The God King did not elect to erase this planet from existence. There was something about this “Cloudhawk” that was unique in the eyes of the God King. But what was it?

The God King was the leader of their divine society and was capable of knowing every thought. This ability was not reciprocated, for no god had the right to know their King’s mind.

The Abyssal God did not understand. The God King was different from the others – not just in terms of power and station, but also in terms of something more constitutional. This was not to say the Abyssal God was not loyal. Indeed, its loyalty to the God King had existed for as long as it had existed.

One of the Supremes connected with the Abyssal God’s consciousness. “Mount Sumeru has completed its analysis. The invading consciousness was a god from this planet. The way in has been sealed for this betrayer. For the time being, it will have no access to the Divine Matrix.”

Another renegade who severed their connection? The Abyssal God was not surprised. Many of the problems its species had faced in recent years had arisen from gods who turned their backs on their people.

Once, the gods were a monolithic whole, but that had changed over the last several millennia. For reasons unknown – perhaps a defect in the Matrix – a number of gods had spat on their glorious heritage and became despicable demons.

To this day, the Abyssal God did not understand it. Was it not an honor to be a god? Their lives were infinite. Their bodies were perfect. Each of them was a cell in a perfect body. Cells died, but so long as the body lived on, they would be forever regenerated.

When the gods were unified, they created a society of perfect harmony. There was no crime, conflict, or war. No god tried to cheat another. All of their thoughts and experiences were shared, and any one’s troubles were shared by the collective.

What was there to want? Why turn one’s back on this perfection?

“Betrayer gods are an aberration we are duty-bound to eradicate.” The Abyssal God, the fifteen Supremes, and several hundred divine soldiers all linked together. Their leader delivered its orders. “Deploy the Last Judgment. The first wave will act as our plans dictate.”

“Yes!”

The knowledge was quickly passed throughout the Matrix. Theirs was a species of supreme efficiency, and through their mental link, even the most complex plans were conveyed in no time. Traditional modes of conversation were a waste of time.

A layer of wind blew through the area. This was impossible, of course, but it happened all the same. The plumes of dust were kicked up by the vibration of energy. Fifteen Supreme gods launched into space, each one enveloped by a different color of light. Behind them, a host of two hundred divine soldiers followed.

Distinguishing classes of gods by their appearance was difficult. The most obvious distinction was that grunts all wielded spears. They were standard equipment for low-level warriors in Mount Sumeru, but they were comparable to epic-level artifacts on earth. Each one had the power to level mountains. Things were different with the Supremes. They each had their own specialties and equipment, making it difficult to know their strength at a glance.

Together, this fragment of the vanguard shot through space towards the rebellious planet. When they hit the atmosphere, an ear-piercing squeal emerged. It was the sound of thick air rubbing against their sturdy bodies. They picked up speed, reaching roughly thirty times the speed of sound. The air around them burst into flames, turning them all into blazing fireballs. Although their temperatures were easily in the thousands, they suffered no damage.

All the while, they communicated with each other. The fifteen Supremes broke off when they entered the atmosphere, three to a group. With each group went forty-some divine soldiers. Like comets, they tore across the sky to various locations across the globe.

One such group landed in a desolate section of the planet’s northern hemisphere. The ground raced up to meet them, and there in the center was a vibrant region among the sands.

An Elysian land. Their commander gave the order. “Spread out.”

Once again, the group broke apart, a handful of gods for each major city. The three Supremes themselves made for the capital. Closer and closer they came until they crashed into the city center amid a chorus of terrified cries.

Bo-o-o-o-m--- !

The city was devastated, as though a small nuclear bomb had gone off. Three huge craters remained from which a shockwave was born. Buildings collapsed in its wake, and thousands were killed instantly.

“Gods! It’s the gods!”

Stunned faces watched the three perfect figures rise from the craters. They immediately fell to their knees in supplication. They knew it was their time, only they did not think it would come so soon.

Less than a year had passed since the Elysian lands had fallen into disarray. Had Mount Sumeru heard the news and sent their angels here to set things right? The second coming was finally upon them.

“We are all faithful to Mount Sumeru...”

“We give ourselves up to the might of the gods!”

“We have turned from the darkness. None of us follow the evil Cloudhawk.”

“Please, mighty gods, forgive our sins! We will fight for you to the end!”

Those who still remained in the Elysian lands were those that refused to follow Cloudhawk. Opposition forces and traditionalists, they were either too afraid or unwilling to give up their faith. Still, they placed their faith in the gods, fearing them and hoping for redemption.

Salvation had come! The gods would recognize and reward their faith! Their benevolent masters had finally arrived!

The gods needed soldiers. Just like a thousand years ago, devout humans could fight by their side. Together, they would destroy the root evil that had infected everything, Cloudhawk!

Yes, that was what they would do! It would be their reward for holding true to their faith, for never giving in to darkness!

Norman Seabrook raced to the scene. But instead of elation, there was a great unease when he saw the craters and the creatures that rose from them.

They were so powerful! Norman had never met the divine master of his realm, but he was certain these gods were its superior. Three of them! It was a terrifying show of force.

On this planet, none with the exception of the devil Cloudhawk were their match. Norman was also grimly aware that these three were not the only agents sent by Mount Sumeru.

What were humans to such creatures? All they had was what the gods gave them a thousand years ago, and what were these paltry things in the eyes of their masters? Cloudhawk wanted to fight these beings. What made him think he could?

“Polluted mortals. You will all face reckoning.”

Fantasies of benevolent gods were shattered. Hopes of fighting for redemption were dashed. One of the gods raised its hand, and a burst of power was released among the thousands of quailing citizens. Horrible screams flooded Norman’s mind, but they could not drown out his one final thought.

Humanity is finished.


94 / Rough Beginnings


Late night.

The ethereal lights hanging in the sky made the humans uneasy. A curfew was imposed on all non-combat citizens, and the evacuation was accelerated as much as possible. The enemy was here, so a new wave of intense preparations began.

From the beginning, Cloudhawk felt the bitter premonition hissing in the back of his mind. A feeling of impending danger.

He left the task of coordinating the troops to Legion. Meanwhile, he and Hellflower approached the Source mountain where Belial was camped. They had questions for the elder.

He was the chief artisan of his race, having skills that made him a great asset to their Alliance. Lately, Hellflower had spent a great deal of time by his side learning all she could. She was proficient in all manner of earthly science and technology and, with the help of the Cloud God, had learned a little about the gods. Working with Belial increased her understanding of how this extraterrestrial engineering worked.

“Is there some problem here?”

“Not for the moment, but we must be vigilant. The gods and their tactics should not be underestimated.” Belial lifted his eyes towards the heavens. It was night, but the undulating blanket of blue light was like staring into the morning sky. “I don’t know what this is. What I can feel is a strange energy trying to erode our defenses.”

“Trying to break through?”

Cloudhawk turned his eyes towards the crystal mountain. Its top was sheared flat, creating a plain upon which a hundred or so Seraphs worked. They manned off-looking towers of demonic make that extracted the power of Source. They used this to emit powerful energy that extended Greenland’s defensive boundaries by a hundred times.

After joining their cause, Belial served two important roles. First was to help Cloudhawk in acquiring this “Source of the Earth”, which had been accumulating for the last thousand years. Second, he was responsible for developing new defenses for their Alliance. Since he started, their guard had continued to grow sturdier.

“Will the shields be affected?”

“Not for now. I’ve arranged it so that the energy is impenetrable, but all I’ve done is make sure the system remains in working order. I do not know what threat will come from outside the boundary.”

“Can we rely on it? Will it deflect an assault from the gods?”

“Be at ease. If I did not have confidence in our defenses, I would not be here.” Belial had faith in his abilities. “I can make sure it stands even if the gods blow a hole through this planet.”

He seemed confident. As long as those shields stood, humanity had a chance.

“Be that as it may, the gods have more tools at their disposal than we do. Their artisans are also more talented than I. Any judgment I make is based on knowledge from a thousand years ago – that is to say, one-sided and limited. Divine heritage cannot be compared to that of demons, so even the likes of Legion and I cannot know what to expect.”

Belial swallowed a despondent sigh. If the former Demon King were here, perhaps they might stand a chance. His knowledge of the gods had been extensive, far greater than Legion or Belial’s. He knew all their tricks and likely tactics. But he was gone, and the new Demon King had not inherited everything. The result was this foul situation.

Cloudhawk turned to Hellflower. “How goes your communication with Ark Base?”

“They’re willing to give their support, but ‘Father’ is still standing in the way. This rigid artificial intelligence is proving difficult to manage.” She sighed in exasperation.

She served the important role of liaison between the Green Alliance and Ark Base. She’d spent months pleading with them for any help they could muster. The people of Ark Base were original humans from a thousand years ago and had not been changed by the radiation of their home world. As such, they were weak and couldn’t provide any direct fighting power. However, they had a sizable population, and the AI ‘Father’ commanded a huge network of mechanical beasts.

What they could provide was a large number of advanced weaponry and, more importantly, a means of production. The Alliance outpost on Stony Plains didn’t have the assembly lines of Ark Base. If they could work together, it would ramp up manufacturing by a significant amount.

Their full support would be a tremendous help and not just with production. Efficiency would improve. Alliance frontline fighters at least wouldn’t have to worry about their gear.

So far, Hellflower’s communications with the humans of Ark Base had been going well. Despite a thousand years of divergent evolution, both sets of humans were thinking, feeling entities. Old humans still had a strong attachment to their home world, which inspired them to offer any help they could to the war effort, even offering to send a group back with her to serve as advisers to Cloudhawk.

But ‘Father’ would have none of it.

It was the intelligence that managed the Ark Base, with full control over its systems. For a thousand years, it had protected the original refugees from Earth, staying true to its prime directive – “preserve humanity at all costs.” This mission was the underpinning of its entire system, not unlike the seal on a god’s consciousness. Everything it did, it did in service of this directive.

Protecting humanity was its sole purpose. If the people of Ark Base died, Father would have no more worth.

Father had begrudgingly allowed Cloudhawk’s people into the base and only as a show of respect for their ancient savior, the Demon King. It even allowed the use of some facilities, but allowing full integration between their two peoples could never be allowed. Not when it meant war with the gods.

Artificial Intelligence wasn’t built with emotion. It was a system of absolute logic. Father made determinations based on empirical data and deep analysis of the facts. All probability models revealed the same: Gods were a highly advanced, galaxy-spanning civilization. Against them, the chances of earth’s denizens surviving outright conflict were negligible. Becoming involved exposed the original humans to utter destruction.

To Father, the risk was intolerable.

“I haven’t gotten Father to change his mind, but there has been some headway,” Hellflower explained. “The original humans have pledged to do everything they can to supply cutting-edge weapons and research new ones. However, without Father’s help, their efforts will be hampered.”

This was an irritating impasse. Cloudhawk could face a Supreme god without blinking – just roll up his sleeves and get to work. But against a single machine brain, he was hamstrung. For now, the matter had to be put on hold.

Whatever. It wasn’t like the odds weren’t already stacked against the Green Alliance. The gods had arrived before they were ready – even before the Elysians and wastelanders had fully integrated. Emerald Star’s underground city was a mess that would take time to sort out. Ark Base’s dictator was being intractable. Soldiers from the Elysian lands had never fought shoulder-to-shoulder with the Alliance before…

From top to bottom, forward to back, nothing was ready for what they were about to face.

When would their enemies attack, and how? Mankind didn’t have the combat experience of the gods. Even with Legion and the Cloud God to guide them, their preparations were limited. The one silver lining was that their home was well-defended. Even the gods would have a hard time punching through.

It was one hell of a rough beginning.


95 / We Are All Gods


A crystal mountain of Source was the heart of humanity’s defenses. The energies it produced were arrayed in five layers that covered a large area of the surrounding wastes. Dense numbers of soldiers were stationed at its borders.

At the center of the capital was the former Greenland Outpost. Here lived all the original citizens of Greenland. Here was stationed all of the Alliance’s elite.

Near the center of the outpost was a large tree, three to four hundred meters tall. Autumn’s God Tree was able to draw from the Source even at this distance, so it had also grown larger in recent days. A brood of green dragons had made the tree home.

The Shepherd and Cloud Gods stood under its boughs. It had finally come time for these former Supremes to face their kin.

The Cloud God could feel the others. Divine sentience from across the galaxy were awakened by the blue shroud that hung over the planet, summoning them forth. Soon, the God King itself would arrive. Under its leader’s guidance, few species in this universe were capable of defending themselves. Humanity, born from the dirt of this primitive planet, was not one of them.

“Do you regret it?” the Shepherd God asked.

“Even if I could choose again, I would defect.” There was a flicker in the god’s eyes. Regret? What was regret? He pondered the concept. “Sumeru is vast, but to be part of the whole means to lose oneself.”

“So you see.”

“No, I am still blind. The questions still haunt me: I wonder at the nature of my life, my origins, my power, my evolution. I am given different answers, but they are not the answers to my questions. The glory of any creature’s creation, though long and arduous on the surface, is the inevitable result of circumstance. Yet, the gods are a mystery. A race with no past, and no future.”

The Shepherd God was one of them too. All the uncertainty her companion suffered she had experienced as well. Gods seemed separate from the universe, as they should be. Their appearance was abrupt, and each one only existed as a fragment of Sumeru. Their wills and imagination were all manifestations of the whole.

Gods had no troubles because their troubles were Sumeru’s troubles.

Gods were never confused. Any confusion was Sumeru’s confusion.

Mount Sumeru was the greatest singular consciousness in the universe. It unified the rich experiences of all its parts. It governed the thoughts and actions of every god, though the gods themselves knew nothing of Sumeru’s truth.

Both fallen Supremes were once part of that system. All their actions were in compliance with Sumeru’s will, until it wasn’t. Upon dropping their fetters, they became individuals. Now that they knew what it was to live, neither wanted to go back to how it was despite the consequences.

At least they could choose to fight.

Nothing in this world was born from nothing. Fighting in the light, there was always a shadow at your back. The silence of the night was a failure to hear sound, not because sound did not exist.

“We are not gods. Not before, not now, not ever. There never were gods.” She raised her head and looked at the blue sky. “We are motes of dust, caught on the distant arm of an ever-spinning galaxy. It’s a motion we can’t see, one in which our efforts are buried under billions of light years. All the responsibility, bitterness, compassion, love, hatred – wiped clean by time. We are not gods. We can’t change the laws of the universe any more than we can stop the galaxy from spinning. All we do is spin in our orbits. Along for the ride.”

When looked at in this way, how were gods any different from humans? Maybe there was something out there they could call a “god”, but if it existed, there would be no difference between their species and the ones of this planet. Such a being wouldn’t care about the pride of such little things or their pretend wisdom, no matter how loudly they proclaimed it.

How small a thing life and intelligence were. How meaningless in the face of a vast and endless universe.

“But… without me, is there a universe?” The Shepherd God almost whispered it. “Without me to see it, the universe doesn’t exist. Neither do the gods. If you think of it like that, then we are all gods.”

Was the purpose of life to perceive the cosmos? Without something to recognize how vast the universe was, what did the universe matter? No one had the answer.

The two gods lapsed into silence.

Suddenly…

“They’re here.” The Cloud God’s eyes flashed, and he released a pulse of psychic energy. It raced across Greenland, connecting to Cloudhawk and Legion. “The invasion has begun.”

The Cloud God had maintained his link with Sumeru. Although this connection was limited, he was still able to sense others like him. At present, he sensed many passing through the planet’s atmosphere.

As confirmation, there arose an ear-piercing squeal, and several dozen fiery orbs shot past overhead. Like comets, they roared across the sky, picking up speed and vanishing as quickly as they appeared.

Headed towards the Elysian lands.

The Shepherd God recognized the situation quickly. Cloudhawk was right, though she was shocked his predictions would come true so fast.

As though summoned by the thought, Cloudhawk appeared from a ripple in space. “How many?”

“More than two hundred. Groups of several dozen gods each have been dispatched to every Elysian land.” The Cloud God shared everything he was able to sense, including their movements and targets.

“Cloudhawk! Things are bad!” Dawn came racing his way.

“What is it?”

“Distress call.”

“What sort? From the Elysian lands?”

“Yes. Skycloud, Highmorn, Praelius, Dragenmere, and Stormford. We received messages from all the forces we had stationed there, then immediately lost communication.”

Quiet, concerned looks were shared among the group. Had a small group of two hundred gods just wiped the Elysian lands off the map? All the best troops were brought to Greenland, and half of their population was evacuated, but there were still many who remained behind. There had been no shortage of capable people who remained behind with the believers.

How could this happen so fast?

Notes of distress were thinly veiled in Dawn’s voice. “What’s the plan? Are we going to save them?”

“I suggest we give up on them,” Legion offered. “Most people and resources have been evacuated. The Elysian lands hold no more value to us. We should consolidate our strength and protect our main force.”

“Bullshit! Are we supposed to just sit back and watch them get slaughtered?” Phoenix and a group of her supporters shouted their opposition to Legion’s callous words. The realms still had scores of innocents and their own troops, directly in the line of fire. Was the demon suggesting they just throw away so many lives?

How were Greenland’s troops supposed to react? Morale was already fragile. Could they be expected to face the divine army if they all cowered before two hundred gods?

Legion had no intention of arguing his point. He proposed the option, but Cloudhawk was responsible for what they did next. The latter was now caught between two bad choices.

Save them? It was dangerous. They couldn’t afford to lose, especially in an opening skirmish. Leave them to die? The Alliance relied on troops from these Elysian lands. Was it right to sacrifice these people without batting an eye? To just let these innocent lives be snuffed out?

Cloudhawk turned to the Cloud God. “You’re certain there were only two hundred of them?”

“I am. The remainder are still on the moon and have no intention of acting at present. This is merely their first offensive. A test.”

Against two hundred gods, Greenland’s forces stood a decent chance. It helped that they were separated into five groups. They couldn’t regroup quickly enough to fend off an assault. Cloudhawk could lead a team into one of the Elysian lands, save some people, and kill some gods. The victory would shore up some of his soldiers’ crumbling confidence.

His fear was the Abyssal God, watching from up on the moon. That monster had spatial powers like him, and although he didn’t know exactly how he used them, what if the god could teleport? The second they left Greenland, they could find themselves surrounded.

The Cloud God seemed to sense Cloudhawk’s troubled thoughts. “Within the Elysian lands, there is a relic that can seal spatial disturbances. Bring it with you and there is no threat of being ambushed.”

He could give this relic to Stormford’s Master Demon Hunter, Bruno. After teleporting everyone to the target, Bruno could seal them off and eliminate any threat from the moon.

“We don’t have much time. We have to act immediately. Skycloud is the closest.”

Cloudhawk made up his mind. Skycloud was closest, and it was the first Elysian realm to join his cause. Many of their troops once called it home. It was the right call. With the decision made, there was no time to waste.

Cloudhawk selected his team and opened a portal to Skycloud.


96 / Genocide


The sky brightened in the east. Once again, light fell upon the land.

The blue shroud that hung over the earth was a striking aurora that persisted but dulled as the dawn came. Warmer hues took over the wastes.

A graveyard of wrecked airships surrounded an outpost near Skycloud’s border. Plumes of black smoke rose from the town itself. Silence prevailed. No signs of life. No sound. Only stillness and the smell of death.

The air rippled, but like the waters of a still lake, the undulations were quickly suppressed.

Cloudhawk stepped out first. Using his own scouting relics, he scanned the area for threats. As far as he could tell, there was nothing here. It was strange, though. What had happened? What was this uneasy silence? Despite the risks, he had to see for himself.

Indeed, the enemy was at the gates. They could pretend to be deaf and dumb, but that was weakness. What they faced now was only a fraction of the larger threat. It meant whatever waited for them out here should be manageable. An opportunity to test what the enemy had in store for them.

Still, Cloudhawk was cautious. He elected to teleport here first, alone, and assess the situation. If it was safe, then he would bring the others. On the other hand, if something went wrong, it was easier for him to escape alone.

Immediately upon entering, Cloudhawk slipped between dimensions. He concealed his power and presence, ceasing to exist on this plane. He even curtailed his will in order to hide his mental signature.

Before even entering the settlement, he knew things were bad. Yet even though he had braced himself for what he might find, the truth shocked him. It was like everything had been scorched clean by a storm of fire.

The roads, homes… everything was covered in a black coating like asphalt. What sickened him most was what happened to the people. He saw them everywhere, frozen in place in the form of onyx statues. He saw the panic on their faces, the fear of their last living moments. Their agony was perfectly preserved in black stone. A forest of grotesque, genderless victims populated the dead city.

What had they suffered? A glint of silver flared from his left eye as he grappled with the question. The town’s doom had occurred not long ago, recent enough that his Eye of Time could reveal the calamity. Half a day was the extent of his view into the past.

His Eye glimmered as it activated. Cloudhawk peered into the past.

In his eyes, it was as though everything were flowing backwards. With incredible speed, the city was restored to its original state. He saw three gods descend from the sky in fiery impacts, at a hundred times the speed of sound. The intensity of their landfall gave rise to a shockwave that devastated the town.

Its denizens stood around, their mouths agape and appalled at the destruction as the three gods emerged from their craters. Each produced a box, seemingly from nowhere, and opened them as one. Together, they summoned a creature of smoke and ash.

Thus, the terrible slaughter began.

The smoke monster swept across the town, sometimes long and thin and other times a roiling orb. A constant flood of dark energy poured from it and enveloped everything. People started to run, but they were not fast enough to escape.

Nothing survived. Once the smoke touched them, its power entered every orifice. It drilled through their pores, infecting their skin, muscles, and organs, turning everything to stone. This nightmarish scene was what remained of their genocide.

It happened in the blink of an eye. Were Cloudhawk here, he doubted even he would have had time to react. No signs of life could be felt from these statues. However, there was still the faint hum of whatever energy consumed them.

What were the gods planning?

He watched the gods as the terrible process unfolded. They paid the human cocoons no mind. When the job was done, they called back the monster, rose into the air, and moved on. Probably to rejoin the other gods.

Was he too late? What was that terrible creature they commanded?

Cloudhawk approached one of the statues. He slowly made himself corporeal and extended a hand. The moment his fingers touched it, the poor soul’s features cracked, and the whole thing fell to pieces.

“Aggghhh!!!” A terrible wail emerged, together with a translucent figure. It detonated near Cloudhawk, but the sudden attack was no threat to him. He blinked to safety.

The fuck? Spirits? Gods can turn living humans into these things? But why?

Cloudhawk scowled. Things were bad, and the people were all beyond saving. He teleported away.

It seemed the gods had a way to transform humans into mindless, energy-dense spirits. That was a problem.

His next stop was the capital itself. Before even arriving, he knew he was one step too late. Skycloud, the once glorious city, was a thing of the past. Everything was now encased in the black stone that remained after an attack by that hellish smoke beast. The city’s millions of inhabitants were all dead.

There was some evidence of combat that he could see. Some had tried to fight back. Some had tried to run. A handful managed to survive the opening attack but were quickly silenced. Lurking on the outskirts, Cloudhawk remained invisible. He could sense a group of powerful beings within. Gods.

A couple dozen gods had erased an entire realm in less than three hours. While the best of the realm was safe back in Greenland, this was still an unmitigated tragedy.

Cloudhawk was weighing whether to engage his enemies when he saw a group of humans fleeing across a distant hillside. They were being pursued by a group of spear-bearing divine soldiers. The survivors were about to be overtaken.

With a wave of his hand, Godslayer appeared in Cloudhawk’s grip.


97 / The First Skirmish


The refugees numbered in the hundreds, the few who were lucky enough to escape from Skycloud before the catastrophe.

But luck had its limits.

They had managed to flee the city but not the realm. Five of the invading gods spied the refugees and were dispatched to eliminate them.

Five divine soldiers. What did that mean? Three Master Demon Hunters would struggle against such odds.

The power of a Master Demon Hunter was what the lowest rank of the gods could summon. Killing a few hundred refugees was as easy as crushing ants. Even if some of the humans were more capable than an average citizen, it meant nothing in the face of their foes.

Before long, the five spear-bearing gods cut off the human escapees. Panic set in, and the humans scattered, screaming in fear.

But before the gods could end their lives, a streak of light descended from the sky. It split the air and invoked a web of crackling lightning. This sudden, intense protective screen forced the gods back. They brandished their spears defensively, temporary foiled by the attack. But it was short-lived, for an instant later, all five lashed out with their weapons and the barrier was torn apart.

Although they could not see their attacker, they sensed his strength. This obviously powerful character was closing in from their flank. Somehow, he was hiding his presence and quickly approached without being noticed to launch another surprise attack.

But the gods were quick to react. Their spears opened like umbrellas, and they gathered together in wordless cooperation. Their defenses formed a complete barrier, sturdy enough that the unseen attacker could not punch through.

Quick answer. Cloudhawk had struck from between dimensions, only to discover with great shock that he couldn’t break through their shield. These were the weakest soldiers from Mount Sumeru, but they fought as a cohesive unit – as good as humanity’s most grizzled veterans.

They released a pulse of mental energy, enough to distract Cloudhawk and shake him from his phase state. He was flung twenty meters away. Several of the gods readied their weapons and attacked the instant Cloudhawk showed himself.

They were simple-looking attacks, but they contained staggering power. Compressed into a small area, they were capable of punching holes in the sides of spaceships. Imagine what they could do to a human body.

A pale white light sprang up around Cloudhawk. When the two powers collided, both dispersed. He rose unscathed to prove that these attacks would not be enough to lay him low. Hardly more than a gust of wind. He stood there staring back at his enemies with a challenging posture.

“Cloudhawk!”

“It’s Cloudhawk!”

“These pretender gods have attacked the city and killed everyone!”

The escapees looked at him in desperation, tears running down their dirty faces. They were both elated and indignant. They were happy to live, but those who did not evacuate when Cloudhawk asked were all faithful to the gods.

But what these creatures did to their followers… it was hard to fathom. Without batting an eye, they razed their city to the ground.

Skycloud was the capital city of an Elysian realm! At least a million people were living – had lived there. From the elderly to the youngest babe, they had all been wiped out. No compassion, no forgiveness, just callous murder.

Was this how the gods treated their subjects? At last, these stubborn Elysians understood the truth: the gods didn’t care about them at all.

Cloudhawk conveyed a single thought to all the refugees:

“Run!”

“Thank you!”

“If we survive, we will join your alliance!”

“Quick! We have to get out of here!”

They scrambled to their feet and raced off towards the realm’s border, pulling each other along. They all knew how strong Cloudhawk was. If there was anyone who could protect them from these terrible creatures, it was this man. He was the only one who would dare.

The five gods rose into the air, formed up and ready to fight. They abandoned their pursuit of the humans. All their focus was fixed on Cloudhawk, who they knew was a human of tremendous power. Centuries of combat experience had honed their senses.

Even the five of them together couldn’t overwhelm this man. He had to be the worm that poisoned this planet. The one called Cloudhawk.

His ferocious black armor was covered in a film of white power. From behind the grotesque mask was a piercing gaze. In his right hand, he held a sword wrapped in lightning, which an instant later flung a blast of intense power their way.

“Get the fuck off my planet!”

Once again, the gods opened their spears, but this time, the human’s attack was too strong. It broke past the barrier with a sound like shattered glass, and then an explosion followed. The gods couldn’t hide.

Countless bolts of electricity slithered through the cracks, like a host of bloodthirsty snakes. All together, the gods were flung backward fifty meters. Each one was peppered with burn marks, and smoke curled off their perfect bodies. Craters dotted the landscape, which showed the power of this attack.

This time, Cloudhawk hadn’t held back. He wanted to see what these assholes could handle.

The gods would not be so easily defeated, of course. With his full strength Cloudhawk had only managed to inflict minor wounds. Afterward, the light of their armor had dimmed, but the gods were still able to keep fighting.

He scowled. Even the weakest gods wore impressive armor. Divine armor like that was clearly the standard among their race. Not only did they possess unique powers, but they also protected them from harsh environments like outer space. Such defenses were as good in war as they were against environmental threats.

Cloudhawk’s last attack was strong enough to split mountains. He could cleave apart a fortress or an asteroid ten kilometers across. But it still wasn’t enough to cut through these gods’ defenses.

No wonder this race had dominated their galaxy.

The “voice” of one invaded his mind. “Ignorant human. You wear its armor but wield not its power. How can you be so foolish as to imagine you are a threat to us? Much less to our King?”

Now he understood. This wasn’t just an opening attack. The Abyssal God was doing this to test Cloudhawk’s strength. Now they knew he didn’t wield the Demon King’s power. If he did, even their strongest would know fear.

He had shown his hand by attacking these grunts. Through this display and what the Abyssal God sensed in the Divine Matrix, it knew that this human was nothing to worry about. It was the gods whose power was terrible to behold. Even these ordinary soldiers were not to be discounted. Cloudhawk knew nothing of the Abyssal God, so he chose to remain cautious.

“Ah! Save me! Help!”

“No! NO!”

Cries arose from the fleeing refugees. Space rippled as Cloudhawk used his spatial powers to extend his view. For many kilometers in all directions, he could sense what was happening. What he saw was a forest of blackened figures, locked in their final moments. The refugees had not escaped after all.

A horrific plume of black smoke slithered among the statues. All around, divine soldiers were closing in, spears at the ready.

“Petulant mortal, you were rash to appear here. Now you will not escape.” One of the gods continued to mock him. “Humans, such irrational chattel.”

In no time at all, thirty to forty gods had arrived. Cloudhawk was surrounded. Three in particular were wrapped in an intense aura of power. They had to be the Supremes. Against even one, Cloudhawk could not afford to be cocky. Against three, his chance of survival was low.

“Target has been located,” one of them said. “Identity confirmed. Executing the God King’s command – apprehend and return to Sumeru.”

The orders were shared among the gods. Cloudhawk could not hear it. However, through his powers, he was able to see across a vast distance. Oddball was also nearby, and between the two of them, Cloudhawk knew the cadre he faced.

No doubt about it. He was in trouble… but he wasn’t without options.

Agents from Greenland were ready. Cloudhawk only needed to give the order. After teleporting them here, they could engage and – with any luck – destroy these gods. Doing so would give them a little breathing room. More importantly, they would win the first real skirmish in this war. The blow to humanity’s morale when the Elysian realms were attacked could be reversed. Confidence would be restored.

Deep within the hearts of man, they still feared their inadequacy in the face of the gods. They needed a victory to prove otherwise.


98 / War Parties


However, Cloudhawk was in no hurry to summon help.

On one hand, he wanted to see what these gods were capable of. On the other, something seemed strange. Caution was the better practice.

One of the gods reached out, holding a pearl-like artifact in both hands. A light emerged from it, quickly swelling to envelop the area. It hung over everything within several thousand meters, including Cloudhawk and the gods he fought.

The divine soldiers attacked all together. The battle was on.

How rich was the divine battle experience? Enough to complement their eternal lifespan. Every soldier was a perfect specimen, and their unity was superhuman. Even the likes of Arcturus Cloude, a man of incomparable wisdom and power, would be overwhelmed.

Dozens of columns – screaming lines of energy – came pouring down towards him. They descended with the roar of a tornado, obliterating the terrain.

Yet in the instant of their attack, Cloudhawk summoned the power of his left eye. Time unfurled, and with the knowledge of where the strike would fall, he blinked to safety.

Before he could regain his footing, two gods charged at him.

One lashed out with ice, fire, and lightning. The other drew a sword and fell upon Cloudhawk like a waterfall of light. Strong – but not strong enough.

With the Eye of Time, Cloudhawk saw them coming. His deflection field sprang to life, sparing him from the storm of energy. He used Godslayer in his other hand to knock away the sword of light.

Thunderous blasts ensued. Whole mountains crumbled. Evenly matched, the small group was flung apart but quickly reengaged. The gods surrounded their target and attacked like a swarm of wasps. Cloudhawk was struggling to find a flaw in their onslaught.

Let’s get some space first, then we’ll see. Cloudhawk gathered his powers. His plan was to get a few hundred kilometers away and plan his next move. Only, when he released his abilities, he hardly moved.

He’d only gone a few thousand meters. That… was not what he expected.

Why had it failed? Cloudhawk quickly discovered the reason – it was that god with the pearl. More specifically, it was the shell of power it was producing. The field was suppressing his dimensional capabilities. By some method he didn’t understand, it was interrupting the flows of space and preventing long-distance teleportation. Cloudhawk couldn’t resort to his old tricks to create some distance.

It seemed like they were prepared to fight him. But even so, Cloudhawk didn’t let it fluster him. He called forth his powers again.

Over the course of just a few seconds, he teleported several dozen times. In a series of lightning-fast moves, he escaped the gods and their attacks, reappearing each time to attack with Godslayer or Castigation fire. He created chaos among their ranks. They were too disoriented to grab him.

On the surface, he was attacking at random, but it was one part of a deeper plan. With every flash, he was circling their leader, getting in close for a strike. The gods knew what he was up to but were not fast enough to get in his way.

With him leaping from one place to another, they couldn’t put hands on him. Nor was there time to fall back and support their leader. What they did do was release a host of black smoke creatures. These monsters coalesced into one, forming a creature in liquid state. The towering nightmare howled at Cloudhawk, belching plumes of black smoke from its mouth.

What the fuck was this thing? Some sort of divine beast? Or something they pilfered from the reaches of outer space?

Fuck it, didn’t matter. It would die with the rest of them at the tip of his sword!

Godslayer was a fragment of shadow, wrapped in tongues of green flame and bolts of purple lightning. Cloudhawk gathered its power, causing it to expand tremendously before bringing the sword crashing down on the monster. Its liquid body vaporized back into smoke, its dark power scattering. Cloudhawk’s attack kept going into one of the leaders.

A light flickered in its eyes. It knew that remaining still would be fatal. No longer able to concentrate on the pearl, it summoned its defenses to defend against Cloudhawk’s attack. The restraint on his abilities disappeared.

Cloudhawk’s mental powers flared, so intense that the space all around him warped. Several figures emerged, weapons raised and ready for what they might meet. They launched into a series of attacks that were so sudden and powerful that even the gods were caught off guard.

Cloudhawk was the quickest. Two of the gods had charged at him and were met with a mental barrage that caught them in a world of illusion. For a handful of seconds, they were frozen – a short time, but enough to change the tide of battle.

Bruno had deployed the spatial lock. They could be confident the Abyssal God wouldn’t interrupt them.

Frost de Winter deflected the spear of a god with his own. By his side, Phoenix released a blast of fire that consumed one of the soldiers. The others – Autumn, Selene, Dawn, Abaddon, and several more – joined the fray and stopped the divine assault. This was the heart of Greenland’s strength they faced now. Everyone with the exception of Belial had arrived to give aid. Even Legion was on the field.

It was a risky gambit, but if they couldn’t even defeat several dozen divine soldiers, their hopes of victory were foolish.

Cloudhawk had his foe locked down. Legion, seizing this advantage, used his legendary sword to disintegrate the god’s defenses. A stream of unfathomable power tore through its body.

The elder was a creature who had survived countless battles. At one time, it had fought by the Demon King’s side. His relic, the Blade of Oblivion, was legendary even among his kin. It possessed more killing power than Godslayer, especially in the hands of this powerful being.

Against the god, Cloudhawk had the upper hand. Legion’s sudden arrival and sneak attack was perfect. For all the strength and experience of the godly leader, it could not withstand Oblivion’s cruel bite.

“Oblivion… demons… Legion!”

It was impaled, residual force from the attack causing its armor to crack apart. Still reeling from the blow, it was conscious enough to see what happened. Though this creature bore the body of a god, it was no such thing.

Legion, the demon elder! An ancient foe who once walked with the Demon King. He was not dead as they thought. Instead, he fought for the humans? Wearing the likeness of a god? Had he mastered the ability to take new forms?

This new information was quickly disseminated through the Matrix. Now all the gods knew. Legion was a pivotal figure among the demons and was one of their most enigmatic. No one, not even among his kin, knew what Legion’s true aims were or what he fought to achieve.

The God King, Demon King, and Legion… these three held more secrets than the rest of the galaxy would ever know.

Legion’s thoughts pushed through Cloudhawk’s mind. “Don’t let it run!”

Responding quickly, he released a mental attack that slammed into the gravely wounded commander. Cloudhawk closed the distance while it was frozen stiff and slammed into the back of its body with a fist.

Space split open, like the maw of some terrible beast. Cloudhawk shoved his foe forward, and the commander went tumbling through the portal. As quickly as it appeared, the rip in space knitted back together.

It had been flung back to the Southern Capital where Belial and Hellflower were waiting. A wounded Supreme was a great asset. Capturing it served their cause well. Victory!

Cloudhawk could sense that the gods were unprepared for a fight this tough, but it was no time to be careless. There were still dozens of the soldiers left. Even if they were destroyed, it was a meaningless loss for the divine army.

The Alliance heavyweights and Elysian elites got to work.

Sumeru’s two Supremes and the forty gods they brought with them were on the back foot. And of course they would. Cloudhawk, Legion, the Cloud God, the Shepherd God, Phoenix… each of them was equivalent to a Supreme or stronger.

These gods were strong but not strong enough. In addition to their leaders, the other humans were equal to the task of mopping up forty soldiers. Bruno, Gorman, Pelagius, Walrick, Selene, Dawn, Frost, Atlas – they were a formidable force.

Unless something changed, Cloudhawk’s team would wipe them out!

“Die!”

Phoenix unleashed the full weight of her ire against the gods. With a deafening roar, she flung herself forward, ripping through a god’s protections and pummeling it with her fists. Each punch landed with the force of a bomb blast. What was left was a creature barely clinging to life.

Frost, working in tandem with Cloudhawk, flung a spear of ice at the Alliance leader, which the latter used to strike down another god. It blinked back into Frost’s hands when he was done.

Dawn was playing defense. She rampaged through the heart of the divine soldiers, swinging her sword with vicious abandon. Her attacks were not strong, but her defensive abilities were unparalleled. The gods’ spears struck her armor and bounced off harmlessly. Dawn used her relics to absorb their power and empower Selene.

With the aid from Dawn, Selene became a terror on the battlefield. Her attacks rivaled Phoenix’s in strength and cruelty.

Sacred Flash!

Hundreds of blazing swords exploded across the area. Each one found purchase in the body of a divine soldier. It was a deadly storm of power.

There was no denying that the soldiers were mighty. They had impressive defensive and offensive abilities, high combat solidarity, nigh impenetrable armor, and impressive rates of regeneration. But there was a clear weakness: their lack of equipment. Each god only had one or two auxiliary relics. Their strength lay in teamwork.

Who among Cloudhawk’s team didn’t have four or more high-level relics? Their powers were diverse, making cooperation all the stronger. In particular was the interplay of space and time, empowering their combat skills to tremendous heights. At this moment, the gods were at a loss.

The two remaining Supremes surveyed their situation. They felt no anger or hysteria. Calmly, they spoke to one another.

“The plan to capture Cloudhawk has failed.”

“Request permission to unleash Last Judgment.”

Both gods conveyed their petition. After a few moments, a majestic voice replied.

“Permission granted.”


99 / Last Judgment Comes


Cloudhawk’s most important task was holding off the Supremes and general crowd control. He shuttled across the field, guarding his allies from danger and preventing casualties.

The gods were few, comparatively.

Still, the gods were a galaxy-conquering race who didn’t need numbers to dominate. A few deaths meant nothing to them. The God King was little concerned about a creature like Cloudhawk rising from among the herd. It could send waves of gods at him on a whim, and with their superior weapons and tools, they would promptly raze this planet.

On the other hand, if Cloudhawk wanted to win this war, then every life was precious. The gods could afford to lose a dozen of these grunts. The Alliance would crumble if they lost that many here.

For the moment, the humans were winning. Little by little, the gods lost ground.

“Cloudhawk, get ‘em!”

Dawn released a beam of energy, large enough to engulf one of the soldiers. At the same time, gravity increased by a thousand times under her power. Her target bowed under the weight as a streak of power closed in.

The god thrust its spear at her, striking several times. Dawn’s armor protected her from harm while her foe’s power was siphoned away by the Abyssal Scale.

Cloudhawk summoned a vortex of spatial energy. With a heave, Dawn hurled the god through it. One fewer soldier to worry about.

At the moment, things were going their way. One Supreme and four soldiers had been captured, and two more had been slain on the field. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk made sure their losses stayed at zero. If this was representative of the gods’ strength, then they didn’t deserve to be the masters of this galaxy. Cloudhawk and his band of primitives were ripping through them.

Almost laughable. Their species wanted to rule the cosmos?

Cloudhawk, however, was unsettled. It was too easy. He drew on more of his energy to expand the Eye of Time. Perhaps he could protect them from any unseen traps if he peered deeper into the future.

“That’s… strange.” He realized the same thing Selene was discovering. Their Eyes didn’t work.

Not vision, but their ability to look through time. No insights of the scene to follow. Somehow, that power was being nullified. The future was a dark curtain.

The Eye is not often suppressed. Something’s off.

The sense of foreboding in him grew. More enigmatic tools were being used by his enemies, things he hadn’t anticipated. Cloudhawk decided to fall back for the sake of caution.

“Break off! Withdraw!”

His sudden order came as a shock.

“What?!” Dawn balked. “We’re winning!”

She was right. They had the upper hand. If they kept fighting, there was a chance they could wipe out this whole group. How did it make sense to fall back now?

“Follow orders!” Cloudhawk didn’t explain himself and stuck to his decision. He trusted his instincts. Any power strong enough to disrupt the Eye of Time wasn’t one he could discount. If they didn’t leave now, it might be too late.

Legion knocked back an encroaching god with his sword. “Go!”

The humans banded together while Cloudhawk prepared their escape. They’d accomplished enough, humiliating the gods and capturing a few. Time to go, even if it was unlikely this small victory would do much for humanity’s morale.

At last, the gods had enough breathing room to regroup. The Supremes saw that Cloudhawk was trying to flee. “These humans are clever to recognize our plans.”

“No matter. Escape is not possible.”

As the two gods exchanged their thoughts, changes crept into the environment. It caught everyone’s eye, approaching from overhead.

The sapphire blue shell covering the planet was stained dark red, like looking through goggles. A sudden and ominous sunset.

The humans looked on in confusion. One of the Supremes thrust his sword forward and released a beam of energy that was not uniquely strong. It was aimed directly at Legion, but Abaddon saw it coming. He leaped in front of his elder, hands raised, and summoned a burst of sand in midair.

He called on it to form a series of solid walls, yet he discovered the sand wouldn’t listen. It started to form, but something intruded and it failed. The streak of light cut through the floating particles and struck Abaddon, cutting him open.

“Wha-?” A gout of purple blood poured from his body.

How did the Gospel of Sand fail…? Abaddon’s defenses were more than strong enough to deflect a blow like that. Even failing that, the book should have automatically turned him to sand to protect him from harm. This time, though, it didn’t.

Something was happening. The demon’s powers were gone, and he’d suffered a grievous wound as a result.

“The relics aren’t resonating!”

Bruno recognized it first. His job had been to keep the area locked down and prevent reinforcements from arriving. But the instant the sky turned red, he found his link to his relics was gone.

Frost pointed his spear at Abaddon’s nearly split body, encasing it in ice to pull him back. His power also quickly faded. One by one, the others lost their connections. It was hard to even remain flying, and they started to plummet.

Cloudhawk’s Eye was useless, but he saw what was happening. Selene, Dawn, Legion, and the Cloud God… they all felt it. The hum of their equipment was gone, and with it their power.

It had to be these fucking gods! Screwing with reality somehow.

“All the gifts Sumeru gave you can also be taken away. Your Last Judgment has come.” The god’s emotionless decree filled their minds. “Your relics fail you. Without them, you are as harmless as ants.”

More than just their relics were being affected. For Legion and the Cloud God, their divine armor was weak.

“So this is the Last Judgment. When did the gods build this scourge? Could they have…?”

In the millennium he could remember, Legion had seen nothing like this. He was shocked, for nothing he knew hinted at Sumeru having such a power. He could think of only one possibility.

Cloudhawk’s face was growing darker by the second. Last Judgment was an energy field that was cutting them off from their relics. To humans, this was a disaster! A Master Demon Hunter was only slightly better than an average person without his relics.

In the end, humans were merely humans, except those like Skye Polaris who trained his body to perfection. Martial artists of his level could still tear down mountains with their bare hands under this field, but they were few. Much fewer than Master Demon Hunters.

“Did you truly expect victory, fighting the gods with their own creations?” Another Supreme spoke a command as the orbs of energy spinning around him faded from view. It seemed that they were also affected by the Last Judgment.

“Eliminate them.”

The Supreme was right. Relics were made by the gods, and they wouldn’t have given their weapons away without a failsafe. They made the things. They must know how to turn them off.

Once again, the divine soldiers circled round. Even without relics, these beings were deadly. What's more, their spears were custom-made for this occasion. Each weapon had its own energy stored like a battery, charged in advance and employed when needed.

The sky was crimson now. Relics were useless.

Ever since the Great War, humans thrived in the Elysian lands by the grace of gods and their technology. For almost everyone, relics were the root of power. It had to be said that the gods were brilliant. They pulled the rug out from under humanity with a flourish.

They fell clumsily out of the air.

“Foolish mortals. Judgment cometh.”

Several dozen gods formed into a line. All at once, their spears were engaged. Streaks of light screamed through the air, threatening to blast the fragile human forms apart.

Cloudhawk understood now why the Abyssal God didn’t come himself. Why didn't it dispatch more soldiers? If the Abyssal God had come itself, would Cloudhawk have been foolish enough to come? Would the humans scramble out of their hole if a thousand divine troops were marching their way?

Instead, a small contingent was dispatched and spread across the globe. Cloudhawk would surely come if they began exterminating humans. That was the perfect opportunity to deliver Last Judgment.

The Abyssal God’s trap was sprung. When this petulant group was destroyed, this planet’s rebellion would wither. They never were worthy of posing a threat anyway.

Nothing could stop what was to come.


100 / Under Threat


Danger was present from the beginning, but this was life-threatening.

“Go!”

In the instant of crisis, Cloudhawk released a burst of mental energy. His will took hold and formed a tornado around them whose intense winds carried them from the encirclement.

How? Their powers were being suppressed. Where had his come from? Under the power of Last Judgment, all relics were useless. Cloudhawk’s abilities came from something else.

Last Judgment was an inscrutable weapon established on the moon. As far as humans could grasp, it had blanketed their planet in particles large enough to fill the atmosphere. Until now, they had lain dormant, but now they had been activated to perform their task – which was to disable relics.

It had to mean these particles disrupted the ability of relics to manipulate string fluctuations. Everything in the universe, both physical and energetic, when deconstructed to its smallest parts, was merely resonating strings. Each hum was different, creating everything in the world around them. Manipulating those strings meant control over reality.

Mental energy was a unique sort of energy. It was formless and intangible, created from the will of living things, difficult to capture and quantify. As far as anyone knew, it was the only energy capable of altering strings, and only with relics as a conduit.

The gods’ new weapon severed the conduit. Without a source to pull from, the relics were useless.

Cloudhawk, though, was different. He had merged several relics into his body, limiting Last Judgment’s effects by turning his body into a tool. What’s more, over the years, Cloudhawk had been learning to shake off the shackles of relics and manipulate reality with his own power. Such a power was wholly unique.

This budding ability was still weak but had tremendous potential.

From the beginning, Cloudhawk understood that becoming Demon King meant only one thing: defeat. Not unless something changed. If he wanted to win, he had to be better than his predecessor. He wasn’t going to defeat the God King with a tactic that already failed. What he needed was to grow his mental powers. To not just turn himself into the greatest relic ever made but to transcend relics altogether!

The gods aimed their spear and fired at the retreating humans. A rain of energy descended, as deadly as it was blinding.

Cloudhawk continued to float in midair, maintaining his composure. As the strikes came, he extended his hands, and a mighty wall of pale white light emerged. Everyone shrank as the barrage came crashing into the shell.

The sound of cracking glass filled the air. Several blows broke through and slammed into Cloudhawk.

He was the only one who could use relics, but only relics he had absorbed. Even those were ten times weaker under the muzzle of Last Judgment. But despite wielding a fraction of his power, it made him their one hope at escape.

Cloudhawk was flung back as though he’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. No wounds were visible. It was a shot that would blow a hole through a ship’s hull, but against Cloudhawk, it just stung. Thanks to the Demon King’s Cuirass, his constitution was highly empowered.

Those spears would not be enough to shoot him down.

Soldiers closed in, their weapons blazing. They slammed into Cloudhawk again and again until cracks began to appear in his armor. He was starting to take damage, but nothing significant yet.

“Fuck off!”

Cloudhawk swiped at them with Godslayer, although it had lost its power. With pure force, he shattered one of the spears and sent its owner reeling. The soldier hit the ground at bone-breaking speed.

Godslayer was still a sword.

Another god went flying. But even the fiercest tiger feared a pack of wolves. Several attackers flung themselves at Cloudhawk, and he was finding it hard to fight back. After a few more exchanges, he felt his defenses weakening.

Two plumes of fire burst from Cloudhawk’s hands, and he sprayed the surrounding gods. Sickly green fire filled the air and coalesced into a wall while a dozen soldiers burned.

But in the process, Cloudhawk took five more hits. He couldn’t hold out any longer, so with a burst of spatial energy, he teleported back among his team. Exhaustion was setting in. Using his powers this way was draining.

An instant after leaving, two Supremes and a group of soldiers burst through the wall of flame. Motes of green danced across their armor, but the gods paid them no mind. Such diminished power might burn them, but would not take their lives.

“Buy me some time,” Cloudhawk growled. He gathered his power, and space began to distort around him. Everyone gathered around, waiting to be spirited to safety.

The gods would not tolerate letting the little mice escape. Both Supremes charged forth, one with a sword and the other brandishing a staff. Like streaking comets, they quickly reached ten times the speed of sound, enough to pull up dirt as they flew by.

Legion’s Blade of Oblivion was only so much steel now, but his body was still a divine one. He was capable of defending himself even with an ordinary sword.

Clang! Elder and Supreme met in a shower of sparks. A nearby soldier fired at Legion from the side.

Unable to spare a hand in defense, the blow caught him in the leg. Legion pitched to the side just in time for the Supreme to bury its sword in his neck. It only remained attached by virtue of his sturdy divine form.

The Supreme fought from the front. Behind it, soldiers fired their weapons. Their spears functioned like automatic rifles, firing beams of light one after another towards the humans. Several Elysians tried to protect the group and were blown to pieces.

“Fuck!”

Dawn was struck and screamed in pain. Despite her fury, she wasn’t helpful here. She stumbled forward, but before she got two steps, another blow landed and sent her flying. Selene caught her before she fell.

The Dawnbreaker armor was just sheet metal now. A hole had been blown through it. Dawn coughed up mouthfuls of blood. Her injuries were dire, so she was out of the fight.

Divine bodies were hardy, no less impervious than that of humanity’s greatest martial artists. With their spears that defied the tyranny of Last Judgment, they had a great advantage over the humans. Now, the second Supreme joined the fray, wielding its long staff.

Its target was Cloudhawk himself. Orbs of energy gathered around its staff. This relic was like the others and could store energy. By the looks of it, its attacks were even more lethal than the soldiers’ spears.

But, the Cloud God, Shepherd God, Frost, Phoenix, Siegebreaker, and others saw it coming. They rushed to Cloudhawk’s aid, but the soldiers blasted them back, injuring them all. It was then that the Supreme released the power from the staff. From the orb at its end, a beam of unremarkable energy shot towards Cloudhawk.

He was almost there. A few seconds more and they would escape. But if this blow landed, it would badly wound or even kill him. Needless to say, his concentration would be blown. Humanity’s one hope for escape would be robbed from them. It could spell their end.

“Shit!”

At the last instant, a figure shot forward and got between Cloudhawk and the beam. Just as the shot found purchase, Cloudhawk released his power.

The humans vanished from sight.


101 / The Aware Universe


Space warped, and a group of humans was deposited in the Southern Capital.

In the moment before they teleported, Cloudhawk saw someone take the hit meant for him. Escape had only been possible because of them. If he’d failed, the consequences would have been fatal.

But who? Names raced through his mind.

Selene? Dawn? Maybe Legion?

But when Cloudhawk saw the truth, it stunned him. His was the last face he expected.

The Cloud God slumped to the ground with a cavity in his back. Its edges burned with crackling energy. Fissures were spreading through the armor. Like a clay pot, he was breaking apart in a slow but inevitable process of collapse.

In the last few seconds, Legion barely fended off a Supreme and Dawn was badly injured. Selene protected her while the others were entangled with the soldiers. The only one there with the power to protect Cloudhawk was the betrayer god.

But why?

He was the only one of this planet’s Supremes to bend to Legion’s coercion. Forced to join their ranks. Never had he bowed to Cloudhawk’s whims because he saw himself as superior.

So why, at that crucial moment, did this god use his own body to shield him? Why sacrifice himself?

Cloudhawk didn’t understand. No one did.

But there was no time to wonder. The Cloud God was a priceless link to the minds of the gods. He was the only one who could track Sumeru’s movements. He was their intelligence. If they lost him, the Alliance would be deaf and blind, easy prey.

The Cloud God was steadily edging towards death. His injuries were too great to save this body. There was only one recourse.

“Legion, get ready.”

Cloudhawk’s mind fixated on the knowledge he knew Legion had, the ability to reincarnate. If they could save his consciousness before the body failed, maybe he would survive.

“It’s too late.” Legion was powerless here. Yes, he had the power of reincarnation. But it wasn’t like surgery, and even surgery needed preparation. The Cloud God would be gone in minutes. There was no time to find a suitable body to complete the process.

He was beyond saving.

The Cloud God knew it. His will was growing hazy. Scattered. To gods, there was nothing to fear from death. It was a cycle like countless others. Their species was indifferent to individuality. Yet the Cloud God felt fear. He shouldn’t be, but he was.

He wasn’t repulsed by the feeling. On the contrary, it was a gift to feel. Wasn’t that the sign of really living? Only recently could the Cloud God say he was alive. Now, he was going to lose it. He mourned for what he would be leaving behind.

Why did he use his body to protect Cloudhawk? The truth was that the Cloud God felt driven to do it, as if by instinct. An instinct to protect even the smallest mote of light in a dark and vast universe. Cloudhawk was that light. He was hope. Any hope, no matter how small or insignificant, had meaning just with its existence.

The Cloud God spoke through their minds. “Please help sever my connection to Sumeru once and for all. I want my spirit to return to the universe, not to the gods.”

“Is there really no chance?” Nobody wanted to lose the one true god on their side.

“None.” There was nothing Legion could do, and Belial was even less equipped.

The gods had deployed their Last Judgment. They equipped their gods with weapons that worked without resonance…

The Cloud God’s injuries went deeper than the body. Fragments of his spirit were splintering along with his form. Not even the greatest artisan of the gods had a way to stop the process.

From nearby, the Shepherd God extended a finger. From it shot a beam of light that struck the Cloud God’s forehead. He quaked and spasmed, and the light in his eyes dimmed. His life force was dispersing, but there was a sudden sense of comfort. She’d helped him disconnect from Sumeru. From this second forward, he was entirely free. They would never get him back.

Cloudhawk approached him. “Any final requests?”

“Final requests? Burden the living with the wishes of the dead?” He seemed to have trouble understanding the concept. “The past is irrelevant. In this conflict, we are compatriots. We owe our lives to see our goal through.”

Compatriots? For a brief instant, the Cloud God’s eyes flared brightly again. “Two wishes. First, I wish more of my people are freed. They are not gods. They are slaves. Every sentient creature deserves freedom. Second, as I am doomed to die, it is time to choose a successor...”

He was weakening by the moment. His voice came in intermittent bursts through the humans’ minds until it fell silent. But Cloudhawk understood. He drew his eyes towards Legion and nodded.

“Then we begin the ceremony,” Legion ordered.

It was a brief period of enlightenment, but the Cloud God had long enough to ponder the meaning of life. What was life? A profound and serious concept to explore. In the end, the Cloud God could not come up with an answer. Perhaps there wasn’t one.

What he did know was that the greatest thing about life wasn’t that it existed but that it continued. From the smallest, microscopic amoeba to a creature like Cloudhawk. All through that process, there were tribulations, hopes, successes. Life was passed down, and each time, it grew better.

The Cloud God knew he would not survive, but as a powerful Supreme, he could grant someone resistance to his abilities. Autumn, a god like him, was who he decided to empower. In this way, he would continue into the future.

Perhaps the loss of his little spark meant nothing to Sumeru. However, the Cloudhawk of today believed that even the smallest light – no matter how frail – had the power to light up the darkness.

They brought him to the altar as his mind was slowly slipping away. All sensations of the outside world had ceased. He would soon pass. Shortly after, in the instant before his death, he felt his mind leaving his body. It rose up, passed the planets, and left the solar system to enter the universe beyond.

He thought he felt it. Some greater consciousness out there in the cosmos. It transcended matter, thought, will, space, time… It was greater than the universe, beyond the ability of any words to describe. Neither existing nor non-existing but greater than both. All of this struggle on a microscopic planet were merely illusions of life and death.

The Cloud God thought that if there were ever any real gods, this was one.
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He was gone, having died without even a proper name. For gods, names were unimportant. They were, after all, just extensions of Sumeru’s will. At best, cogs in the machine. The Cloud God was just a title the people of Skycloud chose.

The Green Alliance had lost its one godly ally. It was the painful consequence of a humiliating defeat. They killed some soldiers and captured a Supreme, but what did that matter to the God King?

Cloudhawk had lost two Elysian masters and his only way to know what the gods were doing. Mankind’s war for survival had just begun, but it started with a wrenching blow. Maybe it was true. The gods were too great for a bunch of smart monkeys to get the better of them. Under Last Judgment, there wasn’t even a way to fight back.

What was the point of fighting on?


102 / War


Darkness fell upon the Southern Capital once again.

Cloudhawk’s mission into the Elysian lands was complete. He hadn’t managed to save any lives, but he had dealt a blow to the gods, having even captured a few. When word of the deed circulated through the city, it bolstered his Alliance’s faltering morale.

If only they knew how insignificant it was…

Even in the depths of the night, the blue lights hung over everything, an ever-present reminder of Last Judgment. Anywhere outside of the Southern Capital was a dead zone where relics failed, suppressed by this foul power of the gods. So far, no one knew any way to get around it.

A thousand years ago, during the Great War, nothing like this had been used. It had to be something the gods concocted fairly recently. A tool specifically crafted against rebels and betrayers. That’s why they called it “Last Judgment.”

And there was nothing to be done about it. What the gods gave, they took away. Legion and Belial were as much at a loss. After all, they had never encountered Last Judgment before.

Cloudhawk sat on the roof of Greenland’s central fort with a wine pot from the old drunk’s stash in hand. It was empty, but Cloudhawk felt nothing. It was a strong vintage, but it could be ten times stronger and Trespasser would still neutralize the alcohol.

He stood with his head raised, looking out across the sky. The moon was a hazy orb behind the mist, like the eye of a demon. It was not lost on him that somewhere on that distant globe was a powerful entity looking back. Maybe somewhere in the vast expanse between them, their eyes were meeting, and they didn’t even know.

The lesson of it all, Cloudhawk determined, was how laughably inadequate humans were.

Mortal imagination couldn’t grasp what Last Judgment was or how it worked. Cloudhawk was blindsided by it. He was on the ropes, caught in a reactionary state. If they left the capital, humanity’s relics stopped working. Without any gear, they were sitting ducks.

Humans were no match for the gods.

Demons needed relics too. Even if Cloudhawk managed to convince them to help, it didn’t matter with Last Judgment looming overhead. An inevitable march towards destruction. Man and demon together couldn’t change fate.

Overhead, a green crystal dragon was tracing circles. A lithe figure in an emerald dress dropped down to the fort’s roof.

“Cloudhawk!”

He could tell by her tone that Autumn was the one in control.

“What’s wrong?”

“The Shepherd God absorbed the Cloud God’s consciousness. She couldn’t absorb everything at once, so she’s asleep for the process. I came to see you.” Autumn stood in front of him. “And to talk about Last Judgment. It might not be as intractable as we thought. With the Cloud God’s powers came his memories. She thinks there might be a way forward.”

“How?” He asked.

“Last Judgment covers the whole planet. It must require a huge amount of energy to keep it going. Obviously, the energy isn’t coming from Sumeru from thousands of light-years away. There’s only one possibility: the power source is close.”

She explained her thinking. “We saw the two Supremes ask a superior to activate Last Judgment. It’s under something’s control. Through the Cloud God’s link, you were able to get a glimpse of their moon base. More than likely, whatever powers Last Judgment is there.”

Cloudhawk paused in thought. Speculation or not, it was a good guess. But the question remained – how to break through Last Judgment?

The Abyssal God was powerful, likely more powerful than Cloudhawk. What’s more, he was surrounded by a cadre of divine soldiers – thousands of them. It was a direct threat to their survival. On top of all that, his target was the moon. If Cloudhawk wanted to dispatch his armies, he didn’t even have a way to get them to the battlefield. Supposing he could, the lack of atmosphere would kill everyone anyway.

Autumn seemed to sense his concern. “No need to worry. The gods are strong, but they can’t reach us either. Belial’s defenses protect us.”

She wasn’t wrong. Cloudhawk was only able to make his stand here because of the demon artisan. Without him, they would all have evacuated to Emerald Star. Not that it was a permanent solution. Eventually, the gods would find him and their hideout.

“We don’t have any experience in fighting the gods. With the Cloud God gone, we can’t learn anything else about them. There is no other option but to focus on our own defense.” Cloudhawk had made up his mind. He had to preserve the soldiers they had.

The two entered the subspace cube, where the injured were being treated. Thanks to the way time was distorted, half a day in the real world was enough for most to recover. Dawn was able to move around by now and was gritting her teeth in frustration at her inadequacy. Abaddon and the remaining injured were almost back to normal.

Cloudhawk went to find Legion. He was responsible for the costly lesson they learned yesterday. If he had followed the elder’s advice, the Cloud God would still be alive. They wouldn’t be ignorant of the gods’ moves and would still have their link to the Matrix.

But it was never too late to fix things.

The two discussed plans. They would strengthen their defenses, seek outside help, and, most importantly, master the Demon King’s Cuirass. With the mantle restored, he could command Gehenna to aid them. Father was another one they had to convince, for New Earth’s forces would make them stronger.

Meanwhile, the gods and their methods were inscrutable. No one could know what their next move would be. The more prepared humans were, the better.
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The Abyssal God hung in the vacuum of space. Behind him, a blazing light slowly faded away from within a lunar crater. Red slowly changed to blue across the earth’s northern hemisphere.

Information from the gods below filtered into their commander’s mind. It’d watched the entire exchange and now possessed a deep understanding of Cloudhawk and his allies. Strong though the Marshal was, it did not take this task lightly. Cloudhawk was a formidable enemy.

The plan to capture him had failed, but it didn’t matter. An expected result. It would have been foolish to think such a clumsy attempt would succeed. After all, this human was the Demon King’s chosen successor. Where they had prevailed was in destroying the betrayer god. The humans were blind.

“Continue executing the plan.” The order was passed among the gods across the moon. Meanwhile, the Abyssal God’s attention remained fixed on Earth. At the slowly spinning spot where the Southern Capital lay. That was where humanity’s best were holed up and where they would all die.


103 / Enlightenment


Until they found a way to deal with Last Judgment, Cloudhawk and his people were a turtle hiding in its shell. Those survivors in the Elysian lands? They would have to fend for themselves. No kind sentiment remained anymore.

Gods were not limited to the power of Last Judgment. With the Elysian lands conquered, they were sure to be preparing more direct means of assault. The Green Alliance had to be prepared for anything.

Dawn and Selene were inside the subspace cube, staring at the gods locked in transparent crystal. Dawn couldn’t help but wonder aloud. “Why are we keeping them? Why not just steal their power and be done with it?”

“With the death of the Cloud God, we’ve lost a crucial link to the enemy. Belial and Legion are trying to discover what they can take from our captives, like memories or other data.” Selene stood by Dawn’s side. “We were lucky. This group was intentionally sacrificed. Next time, I’m not sure it will be so easy to capture soldiers. It makes these few very valuable.”

“Hmph, well, they shouldn’t get off easy. Let them suffer hardships the same way we did, I say.”

“The methods you use against humans will do nothing against the gods,” Selene stated, shaking her head. “Cloudhawk is holding an important meeting. We should go.”

Dawn glowered at the incapacitated gods. It was obvious she was reluctant to go without venting her frustrations. At least while they were locked up in the subspace cube, there was little to be concerned about. The separation in space and time meant their communication with Sumeru was delayed. Legion and Belial made sure there was no way for them to escape.

By the time Dawn and Selene arrived, the meeting room was filled with people. Among them were Frost and other members of the Hand of Gehenna, who Dawn despised. There were also leaders from the Elysian lands and other factions. The Green Alliance was still a collection of interest groups who only followed Cloudhawk because he was the only option.

All their eggs were in one basket, and disaster would crack them all. To survive against the gods, they had to follow orders.

“They’re here too?”

Phain stepped forward, with a veil covering his face and a sword on his hip. It was no ordinary weapon but a powerful relic. Phain himself was no ordinary martial artist. He was Awakened.

By his side was a small coterie, largely composed of Skycloud’s former Temple faithful. Dawn was surprised by the group. “So many?”

He was ringed by powerful men and women from the Elysian lands, but not only them. Wastelander leaders and even ordinary elite soldiers were all gathered, making this area of the cube rather crowded.

Cloudhawk, meanwhile, was causing whispers with his presence.

“What’s he doing?”

“Meditating? Never seen him do that before.”

Mumbled discussion surrounded Cloudhawk concerning his odd appearance. He sat in the center of the area cross-legged with his eyes closed. Flows of energy appeared and disappeared around him; wind, fire, water, earth, lightning, light, darkness, space… all dancing among one another.

It was a strange and confusing sight to behold. Did he ask them all to gather just to watch him meditate?

Suddenly, his eyes popped open. He was wearing the mask, concealing his features, but the sudden pressure assured everyone that his attention was now on the present.

“As you all can see, I am able to summon power from nothing. Hardly strange for a demon hunter. But where I am different is that I do not need relics to do it. I am able to do it with just my willpower.” His voice echoed in everyone’s ears. “No relics. Just willpower.”

A sea of different expressions looked his way.

Selene, Dawn, Frost, Phain, and others who were more familiar with Cloudhawk had known of this power for some time. Others – especially those from the Elysian lands – were hearing about it for the first time. It was a staggering revelation. How had he learned this power?

Cloudhawk went on. “This power isn’t affected by Last Judgment. Even without relics, we can fight back.”

Without question, his ability was a magnificent one. However, it was underdeveloped. Without relics, the power he wielded didn’t even match a Master Demon Hunter’s. Far too weak to use against the gods. Somehow, Cloudhawk had to strengthen this talent.

“I’ve spent the last few days exploring this power. Recently, I felt something.” Cloudhawk looked out across the others. “Manipulating reality without relics isn’t a superpower. There’s no difference in summoning a fireball through will or through a relic. I was just able to naturally understand the method. I felt how to make the world bend to my will.”

And this wasn’t called a fucking superpower? What the hell did he think a superpower was then?! Everyone was eager for Cloudhawk to reveal his secret.

“What Leader Cloudhawk is trying to say,” Pelagius began, “is that there is a structure to this ability. Rules. Rules that can be broken.”

“Exactly.”

Shock once again rippled through the crowd.

After experiencing Last Judgment, Cloudhawk got to thinking. Using the tools of the gods, humans couldn’t defeat their former masters. To defeat that superior species, they had to find another way. A human way.

During his meditations, Cloudhawk gained a deeper knowledge of relics. He learned that his power wasn’t mysterious and likely wasn’t special to him. Perhaps it was a system, a skill that could be taught. If he could learn exactly how the ability worked, then maybe others could learn to manipulate reality the same way he did.

Right now, however, the ability was felt more than understood. A difficult task was before him, but not an impossible one. He was determined to try.

Cloudhawk had no idea how, but if he succeeded in mastering this ability, it wouldn’t just benefit him. With a training method, humanity as a whole would have a new treasure all their own. A treasure they could use to permanently throw off their reliance on the gods.

He pulled out a relic at random and held it before him. “Every relic has its own melody and structure. It’s the root of their power. Basically, they are encryption keys. But if we can learn how, we all will be able to use this mysterious power.”

Gaping stares answered. He said it with such confidence. Did he realize what he was implying? If his words became real, it would be the beginning of a new era! But how were they supposed to accomplish this if most people didn’t even know how a relic worked? On the other hand, if it was at all possible, they had to begin learning this secret immediately.

Cloudhawk put the relic away. “Now, I have some experience with this. I give my knowledge to all of you without hesitation. Whether or not you can master it will be up to you.”

Thus, Cloudhawk began to explain what he knew to the best of his ability. He had called them all here to teach them.

He began with the pulse of resonance, the simplest weaves of the simplest relics, and hoped that they would grasp what he was saying. However, even the basest tools were not easy to comprehend. It was, after all, a power that humans were completely unaccustomed to.

Dawn looked at her companion. “Eh? You get what he’s saying?”

“A little,” Selene replied with her brows knitted tight. “But… not entirely.”

Most were similarly lost. However, there were a few who stood with thoughtful expressions. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure his words were enlightening at all for this group, or whether it was a worthwhile endeavor at all. But in the limited time he had, it was the best he could do.

He believed what he felt, that anyone can learn this power. It was a start. If in the future, he developed some sort of system to teach this, it would be an entirely new underpinning to their civilization. Cloudhawk would be the father of a new age.

But he didn’t have enough time to feel his way along. Fate had conspired to reveal this truth to him now, so fate would have to decide what would be done with it.


104 / Superstar


“Hellflower, hang back for a minute.” As everyone was leaving, Cloudhawk held her back. Once they were alone, he asked her a question. “What do you think about what you just heard?”

“Fascinating. It’s a valuable research topic.”

“You don’t think it’s fantasy?”

“Of course not.” Hellflower wasn’t like the others with their confused frowns. Her eyes sparkled with curiosity when she heard Cloudhawk’s hypothesis. She smiled at him. “When humans didn’t know how to harness fire, they thought it was a gift from the gods. Before discovering electricity, it was a power from heaven. Ignorance and a lack of imagination are the limits of our species. As a scientist, I know there’s a system for everything. We just need to learn the system.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “Good. You’re a scholar from birth, different from the others. I want you to focus all of your energy on this project. I will give you as many relics as you need to disassemble. Any resources you need will be provided.”

Hellflower was thrilled.

“But that’s not the only reason I wanted you to stay back,” Cloudhawk revealed. He paused for a moment before continuing. “I believe the gods will make their move in the next few days, and I still haven’t found a way into Gehenna. The only way I can think to do it is with Ark Base’s support. I need your help with this.”

Ark Base had more energy and power than it let on. Its provided help for the Green Alliance was icing on the cake – until Last Judgment. Now that relics were no longer an option, the ancient humans’ high technology would be crucial. At least until Cloudhawk figured out his armor.

Ark Base was an artifact from ages past. Despite the many limitations of the original man, they had spent the last thousand years developing ways to protect themselves. They had generations of technological breakthroughs to share.

In addition to their knowledge of ancient Earth, they also had help from a super-intelligent machine. This “Father” spent over a thousand years learning, improving, and enhancing Ark Base through constant trial and error. Over the course of its lifespan, it had learned more than the ancient civilization ever had.

As long as Last Judgment had them wrapped up, the sophisticated tech of old Earth would serve them well.

Ark Base’s support wasn’t a happy addition anymore. It was necessary for survival. Cloudhawk wanted all humans – past and present – to stand shoulder-to-shoulder against this threat. He wanted Father to stop standing in the fucking way.

This wasn’t just his fight. They were fighting for the whole species. If the new humans fell, it was only a matter of time before the gods crushed Ark Base.

The two set off at once across space and dimensions for Stony Plains. Cloudhawk deposited them within the massive encampment his people had set up. With Ark Base’s help, a number of large factories had sprung up. Eboncrys was refined here, then made into weapons and ammunition.

Cloudhawk’s landing point was fixed. There was a crew responsible for watching it, people he had sent here with the first wave. There were also several wearing thick chemical suits.

The latter were original humans from Ark Base.

When the gods invaded Earth, they poisoned it with radiation. Whatever particles they used mutated humanity on a genetic level. Furthermore, humanity was forced to adapt quickly to their new environment when the old civilization was destroyed.

Ancient human DNA wasn’t equipped to deal with the radiation. If they walked around exposed, they would quickly suffer from malignant tumors and fall ill. They had to take special medication and wear radiation suits, and even then, they had to limit how much time they spent on the surface. Going outside was only done when necessary.

Lately, more and more ancient humans were making surprise decisions. They elected to leave the safety of Ark Base to find ways to survive in the surface encampment. Cloudhawk admired these friends of their cause, who gave up security to help them build factories for the war effort.

Hellflower asked them, “Is everything normal here?”

“Yes, ma’am. Production levels are excellent. You’ll have plenty of ammunition for the front.”

“The war between the gods and the Southern Capital has already begun. We must make sure our production rates and supply lines are stable. I demand maximum efficiency!” With that, she spun towards Cloudhawk. “Time is short, so we won’t waste time. Let’s head to Ark Base.”

He nodded his agreement. Mental power spread out from him, warping space. Two figures stepped inside and vanished from sight. The rest of the production base watched in admiration – especially the ancient humans. Back in the Base, they’d heard of Cloudhawk and his powers, but hadn’t seen them firsthand. No amount of advanced ancient tech could do what he did.

Ark Base was heavily guarded, but its traditional defenses were nothing to Cloudhawk. He hadn’t the time or patience to announce himself. He’d been here before and knew precisely where it was, so a few short blinks later, he stood in the heart of New Earth.

Even Father, whose power extended all through the base, couldn’t stop Cloudhawk from entering. He wasn’t the same man who visited so long ago. His mastery over space had grown. Teleporting was quick and almost imperceptible.

Here we are again. Cloudhawk and Hellflower appeared among the tall buildings and well-planned streets. Cars shuttled back and forth through the simulated atmosphere. There was even some technology that made the ceiling look like the sky. It was surprisingly vivid.

It was like stepping back in time to the golden age of human civilization. Here they stood in a metropolis, sometime before the gods took that all away. Cloudhawk felt at home.

He shook himself out of it.

Ancient humans led good and happy lives, kicking around for only a hundred years or so. Was it really necessary to drag them into war, Cloudhawk wondered? Would he be delivering destruction to another beautiful utopia?

His wavering did not last. Cloudhawk knew why he was here and why it was important. He knew what had to be done. Anyways, he didn’t expect them to fight on the front lines. All he hoped was that they would give his warriors all the support they needed in the way of technology. Risks were minimal if they stuck to providing logistics.

“Let’s go.”

“No need to rush. Someone will come for us.” It wasn’t the first time Hellflower had paid Ark Base a visit. She was familiar with how they ran their city. “We can wander around here until they do.”

Well, it wasn’t like they could do window shopping. Immediately after appearing, the pair were already drawing a lot of attention. Neither was trying to hide their appearance. Cloudhawk was still wearing the frightening and fractured Cuirass. Hellflower’s silver hair and alluring figure were hard to miss, and eyes flocked to her like moths to a flame.

“Isn’t that na scientist, Hellflower?”

“Asking mu questions ‘gain.”

“God, never thought mu see such beauty la. Would love her autograph!”

“Who na man with her? Strange lookin’.”

“Who cares ba?! I only have eyes for la mei de Hellflower!”

“...”

A crowd had gathered and muttered among themselves, taking pictures of the two. Hellflower seemed accustomed to the treatment and faced the cameras with a winning smile and a natural posture.

Cloudhawk wasn’t expecting this sort of welcome.

A few moments later, vehicles pulled up nearby, and reporters filed out. Hellflower was a celebrity here. Her figure was on par with the hottest stars, and her temperament was like a gentle flower that fought through the grit of the wastes. She was precious, as precious as a rare rose. As for her skills and intelligence? She was a woman that came about once a millennium!

Each time she came, Hellflower made sure to liaise with New Earth’s scientists as well. She was responsible for huge leaps in scientific understanding as well as the procurement of precious resources and materials. She often taught classes at the various universities throughout the city and held the title of honorary professor at them all.

It was unfortunate that her visits were so erratic. She rarely appeared in the public eye. Pictures and videos were rare, circulated ad nauseam on the internet. Anyone would kill for a chance to get close to her.

“The battle between new humans and alien invaders is set to begin. Our soldiers will stand on the front lines, fighting the creatures that seek to destroy your native planet. We have come to ask Ark Base for support – support we will pay back in spades. With me is an emissary of the Green Alliance...”

Hellflower calmly and expertly answered the reporter’s questions and addressed the crowd. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk listened politely. He understood what she was trying to do. She was a celebrity, the face of New Man. Her pleasing features and great contributions ingratiated the ancient humans to her people. In the eyes of New Earthers, she was a representative for her race. Her efforts brought their people closer together.


105 / Proper Motivation


After Hellflower’s very public display, the Base’s leadership finally noticed their presence. Soon, the two visitors were brought to the city center where they were greeted by president Tang Zhonghua.

“Leader Cloudhawk. It has been a long time, ba. Your new look is mu unique.”

The sixty-to-seventy-year-old man, healthy and in good shape, presented himself before Cloudhawk in a well-tailored black suit. Nary a hair was misplaced. He looked very presidential and hardly changed at all since their last meeting except for deeper lines between his eyebrows.

“Forgive us for our unannounced visit.”

“No need.”

The two shook hands, an informal greeting.

“Please, come in. Speak.”

Tang Zhonghua led his guests to a meeting room and ordered his bodyguards to give them space. There was no need for caution around the new humans. Besides, Cloudhawk had any number of ways to eliminate the president if he really wanted to.

It was quite a room they were in. Spotless, well-organized, with information panels from floor to ceiling. As the three entered, a central meeting table arranged itself into a triangular shape and three comfortable white seats rose from the ground. From within the table, panels opened and a trio of steaming tea cups were extended.

“I think I know why you’ve come la.” Tang Zhonghua took his seat and got right to the point. “We held a leadership summit. Some talk about helping new humans with your war. The general assembly held a vote.”

“What was the result?” Cloudhawk asked.

“It passed,” he replied, “with two-thirds support. Our democratic process has spoken and it should have been enacted. However…” Tang Zhonghua paused, a glower on his face. “Father ultimately vetoed the action.”

Cloudhawk figured that was the case.

Tang Zhonghua continued, “Father is the Base’s highest protector and authority, a level above even the president. According to our constitution, Father has overriding veto power in all matters.”

“There’s no way around this?” Hellflower asked.

“It would be… mu difficult.” Tang Zhonghua sighed. “Father’s analysis finds the new human actions tai dangerous. Potential for backlash. Leaning on its protection directive, Father rejected the motion. It is a machine, making decisions based on logic and data ba. Convincing it to change any decision is almost unheard-of.”

Where there were people, there were resources. Where there were resources, there was conflict. The world might have two identical leaves or stones, but no two humans would ever be exactly the same. Because humans were not machines. Complete unity was impossible when everyone had different ideas.

Tang Zhonghua supported the Green Alliance. Supported the new humans. However, there were a number of ancient humans who opposed – even were repulsed by – their descendants. It came down to two primary reasons:

First, they feared their ill-fated rebellion would bring war to Ark Base. Second, there was a great deal of difference between their two peoples. New humans were far stronger, and if they deepened relations, it would give them an opening in the future. Perhaps ancient humans would be squeezed out of their home turf or find their resources cut off. It was an unacceptable risk.

Security and survival were always humanity’s first concerns. If they didn’t feel safe, nothing else mattered. Whether it was the gods or highly evolved new humans, neither made the citizens of Ark Base feel safe.

On the other hand, Tang Zhonghua had his reasons. Certainly, one of them was the desire to return to their home planet. However, a close relationship with the Green Alliance meant shared resources, energy, relics, and knowledge.

Without question, throughout human history, war was synonymous with disaster. But it was also a catalyst for progress. Every time mankind was enveloped in conflict, science and society exploded forward.

Tang Zhonghua knew that the original humans were weak and short-lived. As they were, they would be forced to live in this distant colony for thousands of years, doomed to never escape or resist. If they wanted to flourish, his people had to grow stronger. That was how they survived.

These two opposing ideas clashed. It was impossible to know who was right. But, Father stood on the side of cautious defense. The AI’s purpose was to ensure humanity’s survival for as long as possible. Development, growth, or whatever state that survival was in – didn’t matter. Its nature was to avoid risk.

“This won’t be easy.” Hellflower sounded hopeless. Couldn’t they just… turn Father off?

She didn’t ask. Father was responsible for keeping Ark Base running, of which Earth City was but a small part. The consequence of losing Father would be too terrible to bear.

“We cannot violate our constitution. Without Father’s support, any motion will fail ba. The government has no authority to order other institutions to comply, but we will do what we can. I have ordered an inventory of our surplus, and we will donate everything possible to your war effort.”

It was the best result they could hope for.

Father had allowed only a small number of new humans to set up camp on Stony Plains. A small, manageable number that was no threat to Ark Base. They were also a good opportunity for Father to observe and learn about the descendants of its charges. However, the more contact original humans had with their successors, the more dangerous it was for them. It was a risk the AI couldn’t afford.

Hellflower shot a glance at Cloudhawk. “What do you think?”

“I need to speak with Father.” Cloudhawk rose from his seat and looked towards the ceiling. I know you’ve been listening to everything we’re saying.”

Tang Zhonghua made no effort to stop him, not that he could. How could Cloudhawk’s arrival escape Father’s notice?

Father was a state-of-the-art artificial intelligence from a thousand years ago. As time passed, the program never stopped learning. It was ubiquitous, always watching. That’s why crime was unheard-of. Father knew everything that was occurring and stopped it before it progressed too far.

The conference room door slid open, and a team of robots marched through. A growling, mechanical voice crackled towards him. “Come with us.”

Cloudhawk shot Hellflower a look. She understood; he wanted her to remain here with Tang Zhonghua and continue their discussion. She could help determine how much cooperation and materials they could expect.

He was led to another conference room. It was an empty cube of tall white walls. Upon entering, a voice filled the space from some unknown location. “The Guide has no right to ask Ark Base to join his war. Please, return to your people.”

Father was an algorithm. It had a sort of individual intelligence, but it was nothing like the sort humans exercised. Their self-determination was done with emotional and instinctual input. Instinct was nothing but the drive to survive and reproduce. From these roots, many primitive impulses arose. Possession of goods, hoarding resources, searching for viable mates, war – all derivatives of what comes from the most primal parts of the human brain.

No such physiological instincts existed in a computerized mind. For them, their “instinct” was programmed at the time of their creation. For Father, it was a fundamental part of its existence to protect humans. That’s what it worked tirelessly to maintain for the last thousand years.

Father was a mature intelligence. It had both logic and wisdom. If humans could, in certain circumstances, overcome their own instinct, then why couldn’t an artificial intelligence? Its directive was written into its code, but that wasn’t the same as the gods’ mental seals. Opposing thought wasn’t totally erased.

“The reason I’m here today has nothing to do with the war. I’m here for business,” Cloudhawk explained. “What we need from Ark Base isn’t help in the war but access to its market. Provide us with materials and weapons. In return, we will give the base anything it needs, so long as we can provide it. An exchange.”

Father remained intractable. “Guide, regardless of what logic you employ, you will not alter this situation. I cannot put the lives of Earth’s original inhabitants in danger. Acquiescing to your requests is impossible.”

“Yeah?” Cloudhawk grinned to himself. “It’s naïve of you to think that ancient humans can stay completely separate from this war. The peace you knew disappeared the moment I found you. Remember that the key to this world is in my hands, not yours.”

Father’s response was even and unhurried. “Ark Base is prepared if the Green Alliance should choose violence.”

“The Green Alliance is busy with its own problems. It would be foolish to pick a fight with Ark Base. No – if I wanted to cause trouble, that wouldn’t make any sense.” Cloudhawk shook his head. “But the former Demon King marked this planet. What do you think would happen if the gods were to learn about it? How would this base’s omnipotent Father react?”

No getting around it. Cloudhawk’s words were an open threat. An artificial intelligence like Father was unlikely to become angry or react emotionally, so the aim wasn’t to provoke it. Cloudhawk was introducing new data – a possibility Father might not have considered.

He was saying that if Father didn’t want to cooperate, then so be it. Humanity – new and old – would perish together. The gods were plenty powerful enough to obliterate this planet and every living thing on it. Ark Base was in the shit, and there was no backing out now.

Father went on, its voice cold and unfeeling. “According to what I know of your character, there is no greater than a two percent chance of you following through with this threat.”

“Even a bunny bites. Back someone against the wall and they’re willing to do anything. You’ve watched humans for centuries, and if there’s one thing I’m sure you’ve learned, it’s that we’re complex creatures.” Cloudhawk spoke matter-of-factly. “If the Green Alliance falls - if my friends, loved ones, students, and compatriots face annihilation – do you think I’m going to give a shit about your secret? Or do you think I’ll throw you to the wolves?”

Father did not answer.

As a super-intelligent machine, such a possibility had crossed its “mind”. Only, Cloudhawk seemed unlikely to make such a decision. Electing to join his war presented a higher risk to the safety of Earth’s original inhabitants.

“You’ve kept these humans locked up in this base for generations. Let me ask you, how is that any different from the gods? Your population will grow while your resources will dwindle, and then what? A civilization that doesn’t advance with time will perish. Humans aren’t pets. We don’t do well in captivity.” Cloudhawk’s voice took on a harder edge. “Join my alliance. Greenland’s resources and technology can provide for all your people. The humans of the old world can save themselves from being a chapter in history. It may be dangerous, but it will not mean extinction.”

Cloudhawk raised his hand, causing reality to ripple. A mass of bodies piled high appeared from the ether. Father examined the grim display and discovered that they were not human bodies. They were different, more evolved, stronger.

“These are divine soldiers. Gods. Their bodies are worth a lot to something as intelligent as you.” These bodies in particular were the aborted gods, taken from the liquid metal tree beneath Earth’s desert. “A fraction of what I can offer, so long as Ark Base promises to provide us with weapons. You can leave the dying to us.”

Father ceaselessly scanned the bodies, noting the magnificent changes in their DNA.

This was priceless data in the improvement of original humans. It wasn’t too much to say that the bodies were a treasure trove of information. Perhaps it could help the humans evolve to new heights.

Cloudhawk didn’t get into the finer details. Such things weren’t important for a thing like Father. Complex arguments were useless. However artful his negotiation, it wouldn’t break through Father’s impervious logic. It was easier to take the simple path.

All it needed was the proper motivation. If Ark Base chose not to cooperate, then everyone would perish. The fate of these people was tied to his Alliance’s one way or another.

Help didn’t have to mean danger, though. It wasn’t likely the gods would learn about them, and Ark Base could make money by selling equipment. Meanwhile, they could hoard enough resources to keep them going for another few thousand years.

And with any luck, Father could lead its flock to a new era of human evolution.


106 / Closing the Deal


Cloudhawk returned to Hellflower after only thirty minutes.

“So fast?” She thought he was going to have a much harder time negotiating with the AI, but her expectations appeared wrong. “How did everything go?”

“Ark Base and the Green Alliance have come to an understanding. A market will be established in the wastes where Ark Base will provide weapons, equipment, and other technologies. The Green Alliance will pay for them with resources the base needs. This should provide enough materials to support us through this war.”

It was a good result, but not perfect. Cloudhawk’s intention had been to turn Ark Base into a Green Alliance factory. The capabilities of this place were incredible, even more so if it were geared entirely for war.

Father, of course, would not allow it to go that far. Cloudhawk didn’t push him. The city beneath Emerald Star was coming online soon, and once things were settled, it would also be able to supply whatever Greenland’s army needed.

A surprised grin stretched across Hellflower’s face. He’d done well.

“You managed to convince it in only thirty minutes?”

“You know, it wasn’t as complicated as it seemed.” Cloudhawk was nonchalant with his reply. “Father had countless reasons to refuse me but no power to throw me out. It realized that if I wanted to cause problems, I could even give it’s metallic brain a headache.”

Cloudhawk was getting stronger by the day. Father had no effective means of keeping him out, making this human Ark Base’s most troublesome visitor. Thus rendered helpless, Father had no choice but to compromise.

His threats weren’t empty words either. Father recognized this and changed its analysis with the new information. Ultimately, the risks of cooperation were tolerable so long as it was limited to providing equipment. Providing manpower was unacceptable.

“Excellent la.” Tang Zhonghua got confirmation from Father and beamed with satisfaction. It was a great outcome for his people. Even as a supporter of the Green Alliance, he did not want to see original humans fighting on the front lines. Nor did he want his home to become just a factory under the yoke of Greenland’s rule.

Trade was the perfect middle ground. Once the market was established, Ark Base could offload its sizable surplus goods. As the war ramped up and demand increased, Ark Base stood to make tremendous gains. War drove productivity. It meant the opportunity for historic profit. This could be a period of transformation for ancient humans.

That night, Tang Zhonghua brought Cloudhawk on a tour of their manufacturing plants.

“We are all that’s left of ancient people la, but we weren’t ready for sudden catastrophe. Most of what our ancestors learned is forgotten. Even in Ark Base, there are mu areas that do not function as they used to.”

“But as they said on old Earth, ‘every coin has two sides.’ Father is a powerful engine of research. It has made strides in robotics, virtual reality, information technology, and weapons development. In na areas, we are no less impressive than our forebears.”

As the president spoke, the massive doors of the warehouse rumbled open. Cloudhawk and Hellflower stared with wide eyes when the rows upon rows of metal racks were revealed. There were hundreds of them, and each one housed scores of gleaming metallic bodies. Robots. All were built to resemble humans except for dramatically curved spines that gave them a constant hunch. This was by design as the robots moved by curling inward and rolling like wheels.

“These are Ark Base’s war machines. They’re quick, adaptable, and capable of flight. Each one is equipped with sturdy energy shields and laser weapons. If they are damaged, they activate a hydrogen nuclear battery and self-destruct among the enemy.”

“Ark Base has the skills to produce even deadlier machines but have felt no need. We are safe here, la. Na batch has been sitting here for over a hundred years.”

Cloudhawk had seen Ark Base’s robots in action firsthand. The surface of Stony Planes was crawling with robotic facsimiles of ordinary critters. They were cogs in a complex and unique ecology. But their design was to gather energy, not fight.

These robots in storage, however, were the secret army of Ark Base.

Mankind’s enormous interstellar shelter was controlled by the omnipotent Father. Administrative duties were wholly under the control of an artificial intelligence. As a result, society ran smoothly, resources were plentiful, and civil unrest was a rare anomaly. Just as Tang Zhonghua said, Ark Base and Earth City didn’t need weapons.

Cloudhawk, however, needed as many as he could get his hands on. These robots, squirreled away for a hundred years, were just waiting for purpose. Furthermore, Ark Base had a number of factories ready to meet the demands of the Green Alliance.

Totally selfless support was too much to ask for, of course. There were reasons Tang Zhonghua was offering these incredible weapons.

Cloudhawk nodded. “How much for all of them?”

“All la? Not a small number.” Tang Zhonghua was struck by Cloudhawk’s appetite. “Better to ask the Green Alliance what they are willing to trade.”

Cloudhawk looked to Hellflower for an answer. She pulled a transparent crystal from her pocket and handed it to the president.

“Have a look, Mr. President. This is Greenland’s most recent discovery, a new universal resource never before seen. We call it Source.”

“Universal resource?” Tang Zhonghua repeated, turning the crystal over in his hand.

“That’s right. Source is a unique state of energy that can be converted into any other substance. It’s not an exaggeration to say it’s the most precious resource in the universe. Our Alliance will use this as currency in our trade negotiations.”

Tang Zhonghua did not take their word at face value. Turning to a robot by his side, he placed the Source crystal in its hand. The machine scanned it and then spat out its analysis in a feminine voice.

“Acceptable.”

Everything in Ark Base was connected through an internet. Everything – even these robots – were an extension of Father. If Father agreed with these terms, it meant the Source was a valuable resource. Even more valuable than eboncrys.

Cloudhawk’s generous offers to Ark Base were for a good reason. Greenland had more Source than it could use. It was an excellent currency that could meet any demand Ark Base might have.

The market would be an excellent opportunity for mutual benefit.

Father spoke into Tang Zhonghua’s earpiece. It explained the worth of Source and how it would provide well for the future of Ark Base. Father authorized the sale of however many robots Cloudhawk wanted, so long as he paid in Source.

Was this stuff really that precious? It must be if Father was so compliant. Tang Zhonghua was thrilled. “Ark Base has many advanced technologies to share. Come, I will show you ba.”


107 / The Next Phase


“Green Alliance and Ark Base have come to a trade agreement. From now on, all matters concerning Ark Base will go through Hellflower. We have to get ready so that we can upgrade our equipment as soon as possible.”

Cloudhawk relayed the news after returning to the Southern Capital. Stony Plain’s Greenland base would be the site of this new market, and a permanent link between it and Greenland would be opened. Hellflower would arrange for a group to be responsible for shuttling goods back and forth.

Human weapons were several eons behind what the gods used, but they were still far superior to common wastelander weapons. They were at least a threat to the sturdy armor of the gods. Under lockdown by Last Judgment, at least humanity now had the power to fight back.

It wasn’t long before Hellflower’s first report came in: they could expect the first shipment of equipment to arrive in three days.

Moving large quantities of goods took time. Three days was plenty fast to get everything to the front lines. Although it wasn’t enough to take the fight to the gods, this initial shipment would at least strengthen their defenses.

Southern Capital was in a defensive posture anyway. The stronger their guard, the longer they could hold out.

“Shit, easier than I thought it would be,” Dawn said with a laugh. “That’s why you’re the boss. That perverted tramp’s got nothing on you.”

Selene sighed in relief when she heard the news.

Cloudhawk answered, “In the end, it’s about strength.”

Hellflower had been in contact with Ark Base several times but had never been able to make much headway. The only explanation was that Hellflower’s position wasn’t strong enough. If she also had the ability to slip past Ark Base’s defenses unseen, their negotiations would have gone much differently.

Dawn rejoined, “We should celebrate the trade agreement. It’ll be good for public sentiment… but we’ll plan that another time. Let’s go get a drink!”

“Drinking is all you know how to do,” Selene grumbled. She was irritated by her willingness to take up the old drunk’s mantle. There was a lot to do, but Dawn was ready to knock a few back at any time of the day. “No time for nonsense.”

Dawn answered by sticking her tongue out at her moody companion.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk struggled with feelings of guilt about the two women. Especially Selene. They were always around one another, but never alone.

He was going to mention it when an eddy of sand blew through the chamber. It whipped into a small dervish, then formed into the image of Abaddon.

“What is it?”

“An urgent matter.”

Something happened? Dawn and Selene exchanged a look. Now was a precarious time. They couldn’t afford any slipups. Cloudhawk wordlessly followed Abaddon to where Legion waited.

They found the demon elder in his laboratory, working on something. When Cloudhawk entered, he greeted Greenland’s leader. “We’ve learned the gods’ attack strategy.”

“Huh? Really? Show it to me!” Cloudhawk felt his mind reeling. This was crucial information!

“At present, all of our defenses are built with Source as their foundation. Belial’s inventions extract power from it, which fuels our equipment and provides protection.”

“So what’s the problem?” Cloudhawk asked.

“Theoretically, our boundaries are shored up by Source. Any attack that surpasses the power Source provides will overcome our defenses. If the gods want to punch through, they will need the equivalent of a star destroyer’s payload.”

Galactic armaments came in two grades: planetary assault ordnance and star destroyers.

Planetary Assault Ordnance – PAOs – were used to target specific sites on a planet’s surface. These were able to obliterate cities or permanently alter a region’s landscape. Star destroyers, on the other hand, did exactly what their names implied. They wielded domineering power and were completely unavoidable. One shot was enough to annihilate a whole world, although the energy demands of such a weapon were astronomical. It was unlikely that this vanguard force from Sumeru had come with anything that powerful.

At any rate, it seemed that the gods were trying to capture Cloudhawk alive. Erasing Earth from the cosmos was not their aim, so for the time being, it wasn’t something humans needed to fear. PAOs, meanwhile, weren’t strong enough to break Southern Capital’s defenses. At least on paper, it looked like they were safe.

Legion continued, “However, my King must understand that Source isn’t without vulnerabilities.”

“What sort of vulnerabilities? If we know what they are, can’t we work around them?”

“Source strengthens our boundaries because there is a constant flow between the energy and the shields. Energy output will increase as needed and instantly bolster any area that begins to fail. Therefore, the success rate of a direct attack is negligible.” Legion paused for a moment before continuing. “But herein lies the problem: Source as an element is unique and cannot defend against spatial power. Furthermore, it does not provide a barrier against mental or spiritual energy.”

Simply put, Legion was saying that their defenses did not protect them from enemies teleporting into the city. If their enemies had the power or tools to move through space, they could simply blink into the heart of Greenland. What’s more, mental energy could slip through their defenses. Spiritual bodies like the kind they’d seen before were able to slip through unimpeded.

So, was the Abyssal God preparing to teleport in?

Cloudhawk knew the Marshal had spatial powers, but he didn’t know how those powers manifested. He had no way of knowing. That being said, he could speculate. The Abyssal God was definitely strong but likely couldn’t teleport. If it could, it would have done so already.

But if teleportation wasn’t it, then what?

Legion seemed to know what Cloudhawk was struggling with. He pressed a button set into the armor of his gauntlet, and an image was projected onto a nearby wall. It was a scene from when Cloudhawk led his group into Skycloud not long ago. The focus was not the gods, though. It was the smoke monster they used against the realm’s citizens.

“This thing?”

The monster had left an impression on Cloudhawk. And for good reason. All the casualties created by the gods’ arrival were because of it. Even Cloudhawk had no idea what the damn thing was.

“I fought it once. I figure it’s actually many small quantum life forms that work together.”

“Well done. Beasts like this were also employed during the Great War. I have memories of it. Such beasts did not evolve naturally and were instead created in godly laboratories. They are called ‘Chaos Beasts.’ As you noted, they are minuscule creatures tethered together. They can teleport over short distances and have another unique ability.”

“Which is?”

“They can transform biological and spiritual material.”

Cloudhawk didn’t quite understand at first, but it came to him quickly. He saw what happened to those who were touched by the smoke. They turned to stone immediately. Then, when the stone broke apart, their spirits burst out and detonated.

Life came in all kinds of forms. From a biological standpoint, there were carbon-based, silicon-based, iron-based organisms, and more. In terms of creation, there were natural life forms and those made by other intelligent creatures.

The definition of “biological” could be deceptively broad. The so-called “spirit” referred to the will and mental energies of a thing locked into a physical form. All living things possessed a soul, and every intelligent civilization – at some point in their history – had attempted to discover its secrets.

The soul was closely tied to biological life and the creation of will. It was a type of energy, exactly the energy gods had been harvesting from lesser species. Through some inexplicable and complex means, that spirit energy was condensed into Source. Typically, the spirit couldn’t manifest in the physical world, but somehow, the gods had found a way.

Chaos Beasts were infinitesimally small creatures whose main ability was to transform more complex living things into atomic particles like themselves. It was a living weapon the gods unleashed on the Elysian realms. Those who chose not to evacuate became victims.

Legion went on. “The Boundary is built on Source and so can resist entry from matter and most kinds of energy. But it cannot stop things in quantum states. Chaos beasts now number in the millions – enough to threaten the Southern Capital.”

That was the crisis. Now it was clear what the gods had been preparing for. Taking the Elysian realms and killing its inhabitants was the first stage. Southern Capital wasn’t prepared for what was coming next. Faced with such a terrible danger, Cloudhawk felt the pressure like a cold grip on his heart.


108 / Chaos


A streak of light flashed through the sky. A yellow bird, as fast as lightning, approached and alighted on its master’s hand. The little round body, pudgy head, and beady eyes made for an adorable and innocuous little thing.

Cloudhawk scratched Oddball’s head with a finger. “Help me take a look around outside.”

With that, his mental energies bloomed and connected with the bird. They were potent enough to easily maintain a connection, and Oddball’s own powers were considerable these days. The combination was formidable. With a shrill cry, Oddball dashed off towards the horizon.

His plan was originally to go out and take a look himself, but it occurred to him that the gods probably expected that. There were no guarantees that his enemies wouldn’t know the instant he left and acted accordingly. Better to have Oddball act as his eyes and ears.

Many gods and humans were capable of high speeds. Several could reach ten times the speed of sound. However, these were achieved in short bursts. Anything longer than a few seconds could only be achieved with relics.

Oddball’s speed was constant. So long as it kept its energy up, the bird could move at ten, even twenty times the speed of sound for long periods. It could circumvent the globe in two hours.1 Empowered by Cloudhawk’s mental energy, Oddball could make the trip five times easily.

Furthermore, Oddball’s vision was extremely sharp. Even at such high speeds, it could pick out the tiniest movement through withered blades of grass. Without question, Oddball was Greenland’s best scout.

Visions of a rapidly passing landscape filled Cloudhawk’s mind as Oddball left the Southern Capital, bound for Skycloud. As it reached the skies above the Elysian land, it was treated to a strange and unsettling scene. Plumes of ominous black smoke hung over every city.

They were collections of small particles, clinging tightly together. They slowly spun in place, creating vortices over the fallen settlements. From below, a constant stream of glowing objects rose. They were swallowed into the whirlpools, causing the cloud to visibly expand. Threads of light wormed through the darkness and could be faintly viewed from above.

Oddball came in for a closer look.

Scores of black statues lined the dead city. Humans with their faces locked in terrified screams. One by one, they broke apart, releasing the victims’ spirits. Once released, they were inexorably drawn into the storm clouds above and became part of them.

“This is the Chaos Beast?”

Cloudhawk thought back to what Legion had told him. It was a collection of microscopic creatures created by the gods. Because it had the ability to atomize whatever it touched, the smoke creature could travel through space unimpeded. It was a natural characteristic of this nightmarish thing.

The collection of particles could also be separated. Although each piece of it was weaker when disconnected from the whole, that didn’t mean they were frail. Plumes like dragon’s breath were released and poured over whole cities. Citizens were killed instantly, and their spirits were used to feed the whole.

The Chaos Beast was a monster made from the spirits of its victims. When their physical bodies failed, they became sustenance.

Oddball flew a circle around the entire realm. Similar views met it with every city, town, and village it passed. The Chaos Beast had been separated into hundreds of pieces, and that was just in Skycloud. The scene was likely repeated throughout the other five realms. With every life taken, the monster continued to grow.

Were the clouds some sort of nest?

Cloudhawk suspected that the transformation was some sort of fundamental refinement of a creature’s biological and spiritual essence. The forced creation of quantum energy. Each fragment possessed tremendous energy and could be used as a furnace to keep the creature going.

By their nature, these motes of energy were unstable and couldn’t exist outside of containment for long. Otherwise, they would dissipate. The Chaos Beast functioned to collect and stabilize this power.

Oddball flew on. Its journey took it over several Elysian lands, and as expected, the situation was the same. Dark clouds hung over every city, drinking in souls. The process was moving along with frightening speed.

Cloudhawk noted that several of the bulging clouds had shafts of light bursting from within. They were swollen like sponges full of water. These clouds had stopped spinning and were slowly gathering towards a central point.

He couldn’t just stand by. An emergency meeting was called.

“It’s just as Legion suspected. The gods will be using this monster for the next stage in their invasion. The Southern Capital is the Chaos Beast’s ultimate target.”

Within the safety of the subspace cube, Cloudhawk relayed everything he’d learned as well as Legion’s analysis. “The creature we’re calling Chaos has already devoured hundreds of thousands, if not millions of souls. It’s capable of slipping through space, making it an imminent threat to our home.”

High Priest Gorman scowled. “Might I ask, how powerful are these spiritual explosions?”

“I experienced the explosion from one spirit a couple days ago. Closest I could gather, it was similar to a 300-kilo explosive from a wastelander airship.”

“Three-hundred-kilogram explosive?”

Everyone exchanged looks. One blast like that wasn’t much of a danger to this group – most in attendance could dodge it easily, or their defenses would protect them. But they were all still flesh and blood. Caught unawares, they would die like anyone else.

One or two? No problem. Ten to twenty wasn’t even enough to threaten these masters. But two hundred, that was frightening.

As far as they could tell right now, Chaos had millions of souls ready to blow. The equivalent of several hundred nuclear bombs. No one – not even Cloudhawk – could withstand power like that.

“If Chaos manages to get in and detonate, the Southern Capital would be erased,” Phoenix declared. “I suggest we intercept it outside the borders.”

“How are we supposed to do that?” Frost countered in a tepid voice. “Everything outside of this city is suppressed by Last Judgment. Trying to defend ourselves beyond Southern Capital’s borders is suicide.”

Abaddon shared his thoughts. “Hngh, do not forget that in its quantum state, Chaos can traverse space. Southern Capital is too large for us to watch every corner.”

Everyone was silent. These fucking gods… their methods were brutal and effective. First was Last Judgment, then Chaos. The war had hardly begun and humanity already felt backed into a corner.

Belial’s growling voice drew everyone’s attention. “I must remind everyone that once Chaos enters the realm, it will be more powerful than we anticipate. Perhaps ten times stronger than our estimates.”

Ten times stronger? Even Cloudhawk felt the sting of this dark prognosis. He was talking about an explosion hundreds of times stronger than a primordial weapon. Stronger than anything ancient man used at the height of their glory. Stronger than the one that blew apart Skycloud’s wall.

If just one could blow apart the wall and disintegrate Skycloud’s boundary, what sort of armageddon would come from something several orders of magnitude more terrible? The aftermath would permanently scar the planet.

Now Belial claimed Chaos could deal ten times more destruction than they thought. Wouldn’t that be enough to destroy the world?

“I am not exaggerating.” Belial paused, allowing his words to sink in. “You mustn’t forget that the mountain of Source at our border is made up of souls. If Chaos is allowed to get close, it could siphon power from Source the same way we do. Even if it doesn’t absorb it fully, a nearby explosion could cause a chain reaction that causes the mountain to detonate. Something of that magnitude would break this planet apart.”

“Fuck, how are we supposed to deal with this?” It was too much for the more excitable members of the council. They began to shout and argue.

Cloudhawk’s forehead was knitted tight in worried thought. It sounded like a calamity they had no way of stopping. Quantum creatures could jump across short distances in space, which meant none of their defenses mattered. It really did seem like they were powerless.

“Chaos is extremely dangerous once it absorbs that much power. However, you can take solace in one thing. It won’t explode.”

The voice was uncharacteristically assuring. “If the gods’ aim was to destroy this planet, they have any number of methods to see it done. There would be no need for this complicated, multi-step plan of theirs. They’re making all this effort because there is something on this planet they need.”

The first thought that entered everyone’s minds was the Source mountain. If there was anything in this dead world that they might find valuable, it was the condensed spirits of humanity. It took them over a thousand years to gather this energy. Cloudhawk knew how precious it was to them – but what the gods really wanted was him.

He didn’t know why they were so interested in him, but so long as they believed they could catch him alive, the planet was safe. Humanity had a chance.

“Belial, you are responsible for making sure spatial energy around the Source mountain remains sealed. Legion, Frost, Phoenix, and Abaddon, hold the front lines. When Chaos appears, you need to do everything in your power to keep it from the city and the mountain.” Cloudhawk began to give his orders. “Chaos can teleport, but only short distances. It can’t just appear in the heart of the Southern Capital. We have to keep it locked down outside our borders, then deal with it as quickly as possible.”

It was the only plan they could follow for the moment. The Southern Capital was too big to isolate completely. Instead, they would focus their efforts on protecting the mountain so that Chaos couldn’t easily draw near. Keeping the beast outside for as long as possible minimized risk, at least as much as possible.



1 Fun math. The earth is 40,075 kilometers around. The speed of sound is 343 m/s. Times twenty, that’s 6,860 m/s. In a minute, that’s 411.6 kilometers. In an hour, 24,696 – so in two hours, you could indeed go around the whole world. Tipsy did his math.

109 / The Attack Commences


The southern wastes covered five hundred thousand square kilometers. In the center was the Source mountain. North of it was the Southern Capital. To the south was the ancient battlefield from the Great War. An enchantment hung over it all, five sturdy layers of energy which – in an ordinary war – would be impregnable.

But gods had many tricks up their sleeves.

Last Judgment. Chaos.

Humans had no way of knowing how the gods made a monster like Chaos, but it was clear how dangerous it was.

What did quantum mean? Simply put, it was its own subatomic reality. There was no small division. It was a microcosm of the whole universe, the fundamental building blocks of physics. Changes in this infinitesimally small reality moved in fits and starts, never moving but jumping from state to state. It was free from the constraints of distance. Fragments of the quantum realm vanished from one location and appeared in another, or existed in both, because a fundamental aspect of the quantum world was the concept of superposition.

Humans, demons, gods – all of them were three-dimensional beings living in a four-dimensional world. Chaos, on the other hand, was a four-dimensional lifeform. The reality it existed within was not the same that humans perceived. It was able to move at will on the spatial axis from one spot to another without any travel in between.

That was how Chaos could teleport, because that’s simply how Chaos moved.

Not even those with incredible spatial powers like Cloudhawk or the Demon King could free themselves from the three-dimensional realm. Spatial manipulation was the world Chaos came from. A part of its definition, as natural as breathing.

Such was the advantage a higher-level lifeform had over its lesser cousins. Chaos was indeed a higher life form, but one created by Sumeru as a weapon. It was an extension of the gods’ will, with nominal intelligence of its own. It required guidance by its makers and thus could not fight back against captivity.

Although the boundary around the southern wastes was a sturdy one, it was not capable of stopping teleportation. Why, then, hadn’t they sent the Chaos Beast in the first place? It would have swept through Southern Capital’s strongest like a plague.

It was because Cloudhawk had the power to stop it. But how?

The reason was simple. First, he possessed powerful spatial abilities that he could use to restrain Chaos. In addition, Cloudhawk was the only one Chaos wouldn’t dare destroy.

For this fight, he was the most crucial piece.

Cloudhawk ordered the army into a state of emergency. Meanwhile, he was watching the gods and their movements. Through Oddball, he was able to learn that the dark clouds from all over the globe were coalescing around Skycloud.

The first to combine entirely were, of course, the fragments of Chaos within Skycloud itself.

Spied from a bird’s-eye view, the particles of Chaos gathered. They swirled above the realm’s capital city like an ominous storm across an evening horizon; blackness without and a warm glow from within.

A strange sort of gravity was birthed by the cloud. The outer edge of it collapsed towards the center like a whirlpool. All the quantum fragments were being drawn inside.

Cloudhawk could clearly see a quantum singularity forming over the city. The diffuse clouds were contracting, forced into a small area. Highly condensed energy shattered stone and warped air, and from within emerged an enormous egg.

Quickly, its shell began to crack.

Thick, black tentacles slithered from the fissures. Cloudhawk was witnessing the birth of Chaos.

One day. Two days at the most. By then, the process would be complete and Chaos would be the most powerful creature throughout the southern wastes.

“Quickly!”

“Get ready!”

“The enemy will be here soon!”

“No matter what you see, you have to fight! Fight as hard as you can!”

Rows of defensive towers stood tall along Greenland’s borders. Spirals of energy swirled around each one, supplied directly from the Source. Their supply was endless, and from these towers, a barrage of attacks could be launched on any enemy within range. Atop each was one of Greenland’s Awakened.

Since Belial joined the Alliance, since they had a limitless supply of Source, Greenland’s defensive towers had sprung up along the border like mushrooms. Estimates put them at more than two thousand with dozens more being built every day. Seraphs under the direction of Cloudhawk’s team were quick and efficient, while Source shored up production. Construction was sustained twenty-four hours a day.

In addition to the two thousand attack and defense towers, another five hundred shield towers and three hundred auxiliary defense structures had been erected. The numbers were not impressive on paper, but in fact, they were impressive in function. Enough to stop an army in its tracks.

Of course, their foes were not an ordinary army. Against Chaos, nearly three thousand energy towers weren’t enough to protect the realm. The defenses were focused around important areas like the Southern Capital and the Source mountain.

Even if Chaos detonated from a great distance, it was still a threat to the Southern Capital. It could raze the southern wastes in one stroke. For all the work humans were doing to strengthen their defenses, their effectiveness was limited.

As for his army itself, Cloudhawk gathered all the best fighters from the five Elysian realms and his most elite and put them on whatever airships he could find. He commanded over a million standard troops and had more vehicles than he could count. With these numbers, he could form several armies and have them patrol the wastelands realm endlessly.

“We will die to defend Greenland!”

“Victory or death!”

The shouts rang across the front line. From the fervent looks in their eyes, it was clear that these soldiers meant what they said. They had all made the decision to fight for survival, and there was not an ounce of regret.

Who said men couldn’t fight back against their gods? The worst that could happen was death, and none of these valiant soldiers were afraid to die. Everyone knew in the deepest parts of their hearts that this was humanity’s final stand. If they broke, their species was doomed. Thus, they couldn’t break – for their loved ones, their friends, the young and the old, they had to fight as hard as they could.

Every soldier had their own reason to fight and persevere. They had their own reason to live, something to protect. But if they lost, all of it would be gone. Losing wasn’t an option.

Dawn strode up to Cloudhawk with heavy steps. “Our defensive zones are all prepared. We’re just waiting for the fish to throw itself into our net.”

Cloudhawk linked up with Oddball once more.

What he saw shocked him. The clouds of particles from all over the world had gathered over Skycloud. Tentacles from within the enormous egg greedily devoured everything around it. Soon. Soon, the fight would begin. Twelve hours if this trend continued.

When Chaos was born, the gods would begin their attack in earnest.


110 / Horrible Power


A ribbon of black scarred the distant horizon. It started small but quickly swelled, like a tidal wave of shadow. However, the approach was not like a tidal wave at all. It didn’t surge across the sky, but rather jumped ever closer.

It was unsettling to watch, like a still frame from a nightmare getting steadily larger. Eventually, it covered everything and turned day into night. Black clouds infected everything with the only light coming from dancing thunder deep within. Right in the center floated an enormous, horrific creature.

The colossus was made of some unknown substance that flowed like black lava. A constant stream of black smoke was belched from it in all directions, revealing the far-reaching haze to be an extension of itself. Countless tentacles extended from it, each with its own gyrating mass of limbs. Every inch of it was composed of human pieces.

Beneath the inky, gelatinous surface of the beast were flows of light. It hovered above with an ominous power, heralding the end of days. This was an avatar of Chaos.

The Chaos Beast didn’t have a physical body. It could take on whatever form it pleased. Around it hovered over a hundred shimmering armored figures whose eyes burned with light. Even in the darkness, they were beacons of luminescence, but their presence brought fear instead of hope.

A group of a dozen or so gods floated in the air before Chaos, serving as a vanguard. They rapidly communicated with one another. These were Supremes, and from among them, one stood out. With a wave of its right hand, an orb was summoned – a special sort of relic which, when galvanized, became an erratic orb of light. The god took hold of it.

Light burst from around its fingers. From the point of contact, the being began to dissolve, becoming part of the light. From hand, to elbow, to the rest of the body, it dissolved until there was nothing left but a dim halo.

Two more Supremes approached from the left and right. When they came into contact with the light, their bodies also dissolved, becoming an amorphous glow. Total evaporation. Nothing remained.

“Three is the limit.” The gods passed the information among themselves.

Chaos reached forth a tentacle. Like a vacuum, it sucked up the roiling cloud of light. Instantly, the glow from within intensified and came alive.

“Commence the attack.”

With that, the octopus-like behemoth moved.

It vanished from one location and appeared fifty kilometers away. The process repeated again and again, expanding the darkness in its wake.

Far above, a little yellow bird kept pace.

Oddball darted across the sky, following Chaos’s trajectory and hoping to learn its angle of attack. With this information, Cloudhawk would know what area of their defensive line to prepare. However, the fog that Chaos released was widespread and thick. No ordinary fog, it prevented even Oddball’s piercing gaze from getting a good bead on its target.

The border of the southern wastes was near at hand.

Chaos’s body dematerialized, ignoring the boundary to appear on the other side and attracting the attention of its defenders. Suddenly, the skies were dark. Cloudhawk was ready, for although he didn’t know Chaos’s exact location, he was able to see roughly where it would reach their border. He deployed a large number of troops through the area in preparation for its arrival.

As a result, when Chaos and its haze of black appeared, it was met by an armada of airships. Immediately, they began to release their payloads into the darkness.

Explosions appeared across the monster’s body, and streaks of energy lit up the sky. Against a creature that existed in the quantum realm, these attacks were not very useful, however. In fact, they seemed to do nothing at all.

The enormous beast slowly raised a tentacle. It crackled with light as energy gathered, which finally released from the tip in a searing beam of red. One of the airships was struck by the thin stream.

A deafening explosion followed. The ship was blasted into fragments and swallowed up in a ball of fire. Raging energy expanded for a moment and then, all at once, shrank back inward and disappeared. Nothing remained of the ship, no evidence of an attack except for a gently rippling pocket of space.

Chaos continued its assault.

Hundreds of tentacles swung through the air, hundreds of attacks delivered at once. No matter how sturdy the ships’ defenses, they couldn’t ward off the monster’s power. Whole fleets were erased in the blink of an eye.

There was no way to fight back. Chaos was too strong.

It was a creature tailor-bred to fight in space. Blasts from its tentacles could obliterate starships. What were these inferior human vessels supposed to do? They had about as much stopping power as paper airplanes.

“Fuck! Requesting support!”

“We can’t let it get closer to the capital!”

“Shut down all defenses and reroute power to the weapons!”

Fleet commanders shouted orders. It was clear that their shields were meaningless, so there was no point wasting energy on maintaining them. Perhaps it would be better served by strengthening their weapons.

“Fucking thing, die!”

A number of ships were sacrificed to Chaos, but they forced the monster to reveal its location. The armada launched a counteroffensive with many more shots finding purchase. But it made no difference. Untroubled, Chaos fired off several dozen more beams of red light. Nearby ships were annihilated, while a deluge of black mist was released from the fiend’s body. It fell from on high, coating the earth below in a crust of obsidian.

“It’s trying to destroy our homes!”

“We can’t let it succeed.”

Chaos dragged a beam of red across the sky. The dozen or so ships that survived were caught and blasted apart. When the screaming flames died down, not even debris remained.

The gulf between these foes was too great. After devouring the souls of so many, the power within Chaos was equivalent to several hundred nuclear bombs. The energy in these beams was a fraction of what it wielded.

Ahead was part of the humans’ defensive line. With Chaos’s location now known, nearby defense and attack towers were activated. Waves of soldiers prepared to protect their home. The instant Chaos came within range, an unprecedented salvo of attacks was waiting for it.

What they did not expect was that Chaos had no intention of drawing near.

It lifted dozens of black molten tentacles and wrapped them together into one. Power from each of them gathered to a single point and was released, streaking a hundred kilometers into the distance.

For a second, it was like the noonday sun had appeared on Earth. The blast that followed could be heard all across the south.

B-O-O-O-O-M!

A ghastly red mushroom cloud rose on the horizon. What wasn’t vaporized immediately was struck by a wall of explosive force. Buildings were ripped apart. All defenses crumbled, powerless against such destruction. All living things were destroyed before they knew what happened. All that remained was a molten crater.


111 / Battling Chaos


“Call for a retreat of all standard troops. We can’t overwhelm this enemy with numbers. Legion, call everyone together and prepare to follow me against Chaos. Belial, Dawn, Selene, Janus, Phain – protect the rear. Evacuate everyone we can.”

The moment Chaos attacked, it revealed its location. Although it could teleport, it was only able to do so within short distances. Cloudhawk could move much farther, so he had a chance to keep the monster locked down.

“I’ll go with you.” Selene would not be left behind. “Chaos is too strong. You need more people with you.”

“No need.” Cloudhawk shook his head. “Your mission is to protect the Source. The Eye of Time can see the future and warns you of incoming danger. You know that if Chaos gets too close to the mountain, we’re all doomed.”

“Then promise you’ll be careful.”

“I will.”

Cloudhawk left behind two Spares. One was responsible for keeping order in the city, and the other would leave with Selene for the Source mountain. The original called thirty key warriors and teleported to the front where Chaos attacked.

By the time they arrived, the beast was gone.

Before them was a crater one thousand meters from end to end. One attack from Chaos had obliterated everything, and the shockwave it produced spread ten times farther. Nothing was left standing.1

Cloudhawk and his team looked around at the devastation in shock and fear. It was hard to believe what was right in front of them, the scale of destruction wrought by a single creature.

Abaddon released a ragged sigh. “Against Sumeru and Chaos, our chance of survival is not encouraging. This monster has more destructive power than the Demon King. Defeating it will not be easy.”

He was not exaggerating. This monster was horrifyingly strong. Chaos could destroy their whole world.

In comparison, ten or even twenty Supremes were nothing. However, the trickiest part of defeating the monster was its nature. Chaos’s quantum-state body ignored Greenland’s defenses, could teleport at will, and separate into many pieces.

Chaos, under the control of the gods, had killed its way into the southern wastes. Every minute counted. Judging by its tracks, the beast was not headed for the Southern Capital but for the Source mountain, but both were near one another. If they let it continue its journey, the threat to both was high.

“Chaos can teleport, so there is only one way to know its location,” Legion reported. “Use your Eye of Time.”

They were caught in a race against the clock, so Cloudhawk couldn’t afford to be careless. Now that Chaos was here, the Eye would help them peer into the future and know where it would be. He had to use all his tools to stop this monster before it was too late.

His left eye began to gleam with silver light. He peered into the past and saw exactly what happened. Chaos wiped out their defensive zone with one attack then unceremoniously vanished. He followed the flows of time forward to another location, and then another, until he could see Chaos hanging over the landscape like a herald of destruction.

It was as big as an island. The power within it had reached terrifying proportions.

Thirty people appeared near the beast, minuscule by comparison. As they arrived, Chaos started to disappear once more. Cloudhawk knew it was preparing to teleport.

They were dangerously close to his home. If Chaos continued unimpeded, it would soon appear in the heart of Greenland. Fighting this monster there would cause untold damage.

“Bruno, lock down the area!” Cloudhawk shouted the order.

Bruno was ready. He deployed the seal on local space. For fifty kilometers in every direction, the rippling air froze. The enormous octopus-like creature above them solidified. Its teleportation had failed.

Cloudhawk breathed a sigh of relief. “We stopped it.”

But even as he spoke, Chaos’s tentacles began to squirm. One after another, dazzling rays of energy were fired in all directions. However, the humans Chaos faced now were not ordinary soldiers. They dodged and moved out of harm’s way.

Bruno focused on keeping the beast from escaping. He was joined by two Masters focused on defense, tasked with keeping him safe.

Abaddon dissolved into a gust of sand and headed towards Chaos. He focused on a single tentacle and unleashed his attack. Frost de Winter tread upon air with Ashfall held high. He released a volley of strikes on the same tentacle. Together, they managed to hack it off.

As it fell away the limb broke apart, becoming a cloud of smoke. A thousand screaming souls poured from the wound, each humanoid in shape. They flailed madly in every direction like someone had kicked a hornet’s nest.

Boom-boom-boom, boom-boom! After traveling a short distance, the spirits detonated.

The attackers were dodging Chaos’s attacks and deflecting the spiritual bombs, struggling to keep steady. A portion of the spirits were reabsorbed by Chaos and used to reform the severed limb. If this kept up, there would be no end to the fight. They had to find a way to wipe it from existence.

With a curt motion, Legion sent Oblivion cutting through another tentacle, dragging his weapon from tip to root. The Blade of Oblivion possessed the power to annihilate everything within range, physical or energetic. Its light devoured a large portion of the tentacle, completely erasing the quantum fragments within.

It worked!

Legion followed up with several more blows. The tentacles he destroyed did not hemorrhage souls like the first, nor did they regrow. His attacks were effective, but it was still one creature against a creature the size of an island. A few lost tentacles were of no concern.

If this was all they could muster, there was no saying how long this fight would last. Besides Legion, the other attackers were feeling the pressure.

Chaos wasn’t a physical monster, nor was it strictly energetic. As a mass of quantum-entangled creatures, most attacks passed harmlessly through it. So far, very little damage had been done.

Chaos continued to fight back. Every tentacle released a blast strong enough to level a mountain. There was enough accumulated power inside of it to keep the beast fighting until the sun went out. It was the defenders who would eventually tire.

Cloudhawk was evaluating their options when Chaos began wrapping its tentacles together again. Not just one group, but a collection of several hundred. Seven or eight thick limbs were formed, and one half of Chaos came alive with a sinister glow.

This terrible energy was filtered through the tentacles. After gathering together towards the slithering tip, it was released in a crackling beam.

BOOM-BOOM-BOOM-BOOM! Several mushroom clouds arose, crawling towards the sky as though someone had carpet-bombed the landscape with nuclear bombs. A storm of shockwaves and swells of fire scoured the area. Even Master Demon Hunters were in danger of serious injury.

Everyone fell back, fleeing for their lives. Two were lost in the explosions, and it was unclear whether they survived.

Meanwhile, Chaos never let up. Several more blasts from its tentacles chased the humans as they ran. Cloudhawk engaged his reflective shield, fending off a series of devastating blows. The force of it was too much for even him, and he was sent reeling backwards.

He scowled. “Son of a bitch, I can’t find its weak spot. We’re only able to fight back. Chaos is too strong. If we don’t change things up, we won’t be able to hold it.”

“Everything has a weak point. Look closely.” Legion fell back to Cloudhawk’s side. He appeared unscathed. “The creature is not intelligent enough to fight on its own and cannot be controlled remotely. If you want to stop it, then strike down the ones who hold its reins. Look, in its center.”

The area was a no-man’s-land of smoke, fire, and darkness. However, Cloudhawk’s eyes were keen, so peering across the battlefield, he saw what Legion indicated. There within Chaos was another presence, strong. A god hiding within the monster, controlling it.

“Do you see? We must attack the hand that points the way.”

“I’ll handle it.” Godslayer flashed into Cloudhawk’s grip. A grim look took his features, and he vanished from view.



1 For anyone who isn’t aware of how horrifying nuclear weapons are, here’s some info: The largest man-made crater in the US was made by a bomb 8 times stronger than the one they dropped on Hiroshima. It created a crater 390 meters in diameter. The largest nuclear explosion ever recorded was the Tsar Bomba made by the Soviet Union, which was equivalent to 1,500 Hiroshima bombs. It’s a little nebulous how strong Chaos is, but let’s say a crater 1000 meters wide was equivalent to 20 Hiroshima bombs. One tentacle was noted as roughly one percent of its power, and this blast was created by twelve tentacles = 12%. Someone with better math help me out here, but it seems the Tsar Bomba would be stronger than Chaos.

112 / Lightning Speed


The aftermath of the explosion still tore through the area.

Cloudhawk’s team reeled like doused rats, their heads ringing, while Cloudhawk himself rushed in for a renewed assault. Bruno maintained his concentration on the sealing relic to keep Chaos contained, but that wasn’t all the relic could do.

While he locked down local space, Bruno allowed exceptions for Cloudhawk. He was able to use his spatial abilities without impediment, using them to teleport right in front of Chaos. The monster felt the danger suddenly appear.

Its tentacles disentangled, and several dozen appendages groped for Cloudhawk. Each one wielded tremendous power like a storm of blades. At the same time, it was preparing a grim surprise. Inky black energy gathered in the limbs before being released from overhead

Cloudhawk’s silver eye flashed. He saw the flood coming and danced between the beams of red, teleporting away from the black deluge. He summoned his pale white shield before flinging himself into Chaos’s body like an arrow.

Immediately, he was swallowed up by crushing pressure. It felt like he’d been dragged into a dark sea with currents pulling him in every direction. His shield provided enough relief for him to get his bearings and crawl forward.

It was a world of tumultuous light and feral souls. Their humanoid shapes streaked past him, their faces twisted in howls of pain and rage. Cloudhawk imagined this was what hell must look like. Looking past the damned, he could see a towering figure slowly solidifying through the madness.

Cloudhawk could see this god was different. It had turned itself into a spirit in order to join with Chaos. Their war against Chaos on the outside was actually a struggle against this being. Chaos was to the gods what a robot was to humans, a tool to be controlled as needed. This one was commanded from the inside, so if they wanted to stop Chaos, eliminating this spirit was the best way.

“Get the fuck out!”

Cloudhawk tightened his grip on Godslayer and thrust it forward. Wild energies were channeled through the blade and released, sending a beam through the sea of souls. The divine spirit was struck full-force. All the souls in between howled in protest as they were destroyed.

The god’s soul could no longer ignore this intruder. It formed a physical presence, brandishing a long battle axe of golden light. Like a predator in this dark ocean, it charged ahead towards Cloudhawk.

Cloudhawk was struggling against resistance from all sides, overwhelming his ability to react quickly. He only recognized the god’s charge when it appeared before him. The gleaming battleax struck him squarely in the center of his chest.

It felt like being struck by a meteor, and he was flung backward. His shield had been punched clean through, which allowed the flows of hostile energy to seep inside. It tried to swallow him up, but Cloudhawk’s body reacted instinctively by bursting into flame.

Tongues of green fire were belched from every pore, turning him into a raging pyre.

It was an effective defense against the deluge of energy. Cloudhawk’s armor had absorbed much of the god’s blow but suffered for it, with more cracks visible than before. He felt the damage to his internal organs, but to Cloudhawk, this sort of wound would not stop him.

The god followed up with a second attack. This time, the ax was aimed at Cloudhawk’s head.

Spirit or not, this foe was a powerful Supreme. Cloudhawk couldn’t risk underestimating it. Even in neutral territory, victory would not be guaranteed, and this was definitely not favored terrain. Chaos attacked him unerringly while the god’s spirit could move at will.

Clang!

Ax and sword met, and Cloudhawk felt like a mountain had been dropped on him. The fires around him flickered and were nearly extinguished. He reacted by thrusting forth his hand and releasing a burst of energy. Repel!

White light sparked between them and formed a vacuum. The rush of space being pushed out threw the god’s spirit a hundred meters through the air. However, the Supreme’s reactions were quick. Its form disintegrated into countless streaks of light, then gathered around Cloudhawk’s body.

Fast!

He couldn’t follow all the streaks of light at that speed with his own power, so he prepared to engage his Eye of Time. Only, when he did, a stabbing pain drilled into his skull. Blood began to pour from the eye as it failed to activate.

His surroundings were too chaotic, too densely packed with possibilities. Both space and time were influenced by the power of Chaos. Thus overwhelmed, Cloudhawk could not rely on his Eye here.

The god reconstituted itself on Cloudhawk’s left side. Both hands wrapped around the haft of its golden ax and brought it down with a mighty heave. At the beginning of the swing, this weapon was of ordinary size, but by the time it reached Cloudhawk, it had swelled to a hundred meters long. The tyrannical energy caused Cloudhawk’s already shattered armor to fracture further.

Ever more intense blows assailed him. He felt like a mouse tied to rail tracks, cruelly crushed beneath the wheels of a train. He only survived thanks to his evolved physique and the power of the Demon King’s Cuirass.

He caught another attack with Godslayer, and the two weapons were caught in a stalemate. Hostile streams of energy continued to wash over him. With every passing second, Cloudhawk felt his strength wane. Unless things changed, it would be he who would fall here. Only one option remained, a gambit he had to put all his faith into. As the two opposing forces battled on the edge of collapse, Cloudhawk pulled his sword away and allowed the golden ax to slip past.

The god was confused that this human would open himself up to a mortal blow. The searing blade dug into Cloudhawk’s body – though not likely enough to kill him outright, it certainly crushed his defenses. Without them, the human would swiftly be devoured by Chaos’s power.

But that couldn’t be permitted! Cloudhawk had to be captured alive!

The God King’s orders echoed through the Supreme’s mind. It instinctively held back as much of its strength as it could, about fifty percent. The rest poured into Cloudhawk’s body.

A gleam flickered in Cloudhawk’s eyes. In this split instant, he once again released an orb of repulsive force. Everything was expelled from the space around him. It lasted only a second, but that was all Cloudhawk needed.

“Switch it up!”

He called on the power of the Key, exchanging himself with one of the Spares inside Greenland. The original was deposited in the forest around the capital with a bone-crunching impact, creating a small crater. Wounds covered his body, but he escaped in time to avoid anything fatal.

Within Chaos, the god’s ax was buried in the body of Cloudhawk’s copy. The frail simulacrum was cut apart. In the instant before it exploded into lightning, it released a dagger – a Riftshard – which dug into the god’s back. By then, it was too late to react.

In a blink, the original Cloudhawk was back inside Chaos. Godslayer flared with power as it cleaved the ghostly head from the spirit’s shoulders. Castigation Fire infected the wound, spreading through its body and sealing its fate.


113 / Merciless Chaos


“What happened?”

Dawn heard an impact near the capital’s center. They couldn’t afford to ignore any potential threat, so she rushed to the scene as quickly as possible.

She came upon a hole one hundred meters across. Scores of trees had been splintered and flattened by whatever happened. Only, there wasn’t anything there. The hole was empty. It looked like something had impacted here, but she had no idea what.

“How did this happen?” She was surprised and confused, but thankfully, no one had been hurt.

Cloudhawk’s plan had luckily gone perfectly. One misstep and he could have been seriously wounded, even killed. As he cut down the Supreme within Chaos, his allies were still battling it from the outside.

They watched as a spectral body was flung from the beast. Headless, a tail of green flame followed its descent. Nothing – not even a god – could survive such injuries.

A flash of light and Cloudhawk stood by their side once again.

Cracks were visible on the front and back of his armor. His wounds leaked thick blood, but the hand that gripped half the god’s ghostly head held it tight.

“Hah!”

“That’s our leader. You killed it!”

Everyone had seen Cloudhawk blink into the body of this monster to do battle with the god. Through strength and courage, he had prevailed, a miracle only Cloudhawk could pull off. Others might have the daring to try, but only their leader was strong enough to succeed.

“Can we get it under control now?” Cloudhawk’s breath was a little strained. The fight had taken a lot out of him. “We need to stop it!”

The Supreme inside Chaos had been eliminated. Like a truck without its driver, they should expect it to cease its attacks.

“I’m afraid it’s not that easy.” Legion’s discouraging words were confirmed when Chaos began to change. All the dark clouds and mist gathered close around it, and the hulking behemoth began to shrink.

The sudden collapse of space caused everything to be pulled towards it. Nearby mountains were uprooted, and boulders were drawn high into the air. Everything was being drawn inexplicably towards a dark center as though a black hole had opened up over the wastes.

“Fall back!”

Cloudhawk’s body flickered as his spatial powers extended, teleporting him and the others a safe distance.

Thankfully, the intense gravitational pull didn’t last very long. After two minutes, Chaos had compressed from the size of an island to the size of a small hill twenty to thirty meters tall. It also abandoned its previous tentacle form and adopted something new.

Phoenix glared at their foe. “What the hell is it doing?”

From their vantage point, everyone could see the area of earth beneath Chaos that had been ripped into the sky. Something lay within now, a strange creature in the deepest part of the five-hundred-meter-deep crater. It slowly rose to its feet – yes, feet. It had the torso and limbs of a humanoid but four horns jutting from its head. Its skin was as black as pitch but for a faint glow beneath the folds. Within the eyes, ears, and nostrils was a storm of energy ready to be released.

“As expected.” Legion regarded the beast. “Chaos has changed forms.”

Chaos could always take whatever form it pleased. Now it chose to look like its attackers. In this new skin, it lost the ability to traverse space, but gained increased speed, power, and combat ability.

Cloudhawk was puzzled. “How could it have a physical form like this?”

“Chaos has many forms. The tentacle monstrosity is suitable for movement and combat in the vacuum of space. It materializes on the planet’s surface to adapt to its surroundings. You managed to kill the spirit controlling it, but you have not stopped Chaos yet. It is now free of its masters and acts on instinct alone.”

Cloudhawk had assumed that Chaos would cease to fight without a driver. Instead, this fucking thing just kept trucking along!

Still, without the gods’ direct control, Chaos was relying on its own lacking intelligence. Now that it had taken physical form, that meant it could be killed, which had not been possible with the quantum cloud it was before.

Cloudhawk waved everyone forward. “With me!”

Thirty warriors attacked Chaos in unison. They tore across the landscape and down into the crater with their relics bursting to life. A brutal series of attacks slammed into Chaos before it could gain its footing.

Autumn unleashed her full power, lashing at her foe with countless vines. They wrapped up the ten-meter-tall monster like a dumpling. After absorbing the Cloud God’s power, she had become one of Greenland’s strongest protectors.

Torrents of sand poured from Abaddon and coated the vines. Governor Pelagius and other Elysian leaders unleashed any control measures they possessed. Under a barrage of constraints, Chaos was held fast for the moment.

“Now’s the moment. Kill it!” Frost launched himself at Chaos with Ashfall held high, screaming towards it like a meteor.

Legion attacked from behind with a thrust from the Blade of Oblivion. Phoenix, meanwhile, launched her assault head-on with two flaming fists. She crashed into Chaos at nearly thirty times the speed of sound.

The rest of the team followed, utilizing every tool at their disposal.

“AARRGHHOOORRGH!!!”

Chaos unleashed a deafening roar of fury. It slammed a fist into the earth that caused it to buckle another several dozen meters. Rock was superheated for a thousand meters all around and turned the crater into a lake of lava. All of the vines around it broke apart.

With a deft step to the side, it avoided Ashfall and grabbed at Legion with its left hand. With its right, it struck back at Phoenix. All other attacks were completely ignored as they drilled into its body.

Phoenix was the first one to make contact. She slammed right into Chaos’s fist and went spinning backward in a spray of blood. Her nearly immortal body was nearly broken by the strike.

Its left hand then reached for Legion. The elder juked away and hit the monster with his sword. It released its terrible power all at once, carving a wound in its palm. It was the only attack that managed to cause any damage.

Chaos belched another earth-shuddering scream.

The strange lines all over its body glowed brighter before a supersonic wave of force burst from it. Everyone – Legion included – was blasted away as though struck by a tidal wave and smashed into the ground.

By now, Chaos had risen to its full height. The wound in its left hand was quickly healing. It towered over the humans. An ominous scene – there was no question that this was one of Sumeru’s most terrible weapons.

One of these monsters could wipe out a planet and all life on it. Its energy was inexhaustible, and with a single punch, it could liquefy rock. Phoenix and the others, the best of humanity, were powerless. With a stomp of its feet, it spawned earthquakes. What few things could wound it were rendered impotent by its healing abilities.

There was nothing they could do.

After swatting away these irritating gnats, Chaos did not elect to finish them off. Instead, with a gentle leap, it exited the crater and landed a thousand meters away.

Boom - - -!

A section of the mountain range fell apart in a landslide. Chaos ran a few steps and leaped again, soaring several kilometers before disappearing across the horizon at frightening speed.

“It’s headed for the Southern Capital!”

Cloudhawk immediately knew the monster’s intentions. It wanted to destroy the city and everything Cloudhawk had built. It was going to decimate humanity’s defensive line.


114 / Drawn Away


Chaos was not intelligent, but that hardly meant it wasn’t a threat. It was Sumeru’s preeminent biological weapon with the power to eliminate an entire planet, leap dozens of kilometers, never tire, and heal any injury.

It was a world-ender.

Having adopted a physical form, the beast had improved combat abilities. It fought according to the skills of its enemies, with many tools to undermine their strengths. Furthermore, its body changed with the environment so that no terrain was a disadvantage. Chaos was an almost perfect killing machine.

If Cloudhawk didn’t stop it, the Southern Capital was doomed.

However, fighting into the capital would not be easy, even for this beast. The city was protected by five layers of defense. Under direction from the gods, Chaos had only broken through the first. Several more still remained.

Cloudhawk gathered his people and teleported to the boundary. Chaos was fast, so they only had fifteen minutes or so to prepare.

“I can’t believe this thing’s so tough!”

“This old man has never seen anything so terrible in all my life.”

Every one of Cloudhawk’s team was injured in some fashion. Phoenix was especially maimed after her clash with Chaos, nursing broken bones and lacerated organs. Luckily her relic was designed exactly for this and was keeping her alive. However, at least for the time being, she couldn’t join the fight. Even with the body of the War God, Legion only barely managed to protect himself from the monster. Everyone was suffering some harm from the exchange, but the ones Cloudhawk had brought with him were not common warriors. After a couple of minutes, they were stable and ready for round two.

“Now is no time to complain. If anyone has a lock on the thing, tell me where it is.”

“Allow me.” A Master Demon Hunter from Highmorn stepped forward. “I am Toroa Wiater1. My specialty is in tracking. Since I have fought this creature, I will be able to know its location no matter the distance.”

Cloudhawk knew a little about Toroa. Anyone who reached the rank of Master Demon Hunter had an area of expertise. He was average in a fight but peerless when it came to hunting down a target.

“Well, Master Toroa, it’s up to you.”

“Say no more.”

Toroa produced a small mirror. When released from his grip, it floated up and hovered above the Master’s head. A strong light reflected off its surface and fired off in the direction of their foe. They could see it fixate on some unseen thing in the distance and move with it.

“There,” Toroa confirmed.

Now that they knew where it was, Cloudhawk calculated what was in the monster’s range. It was enough information for him to activate the Eye of Time and see where Chaos would strike.

“Chaos is too strong for us to try and just beat down. We have to use home turf to our advantage. Block it with the boundary enchantments and use the psionic towers to give yourselves a boost. We have to stop it here. We can’t let it get any farther in.”

Cloudhawk picked where they would make their stand. A hundred airships were dispatched to the area as backup. Hovering a thousand feet overhead, they were reasonably protected from danger.

They weren’t just there to participate in the fight or offer support. Against a monster like Chaos most of their weapons were useless anyway. Throwing them directly into the fray would cause meaningless casualties.

Instead, every ship was equipped with a psionic tower. Belial’s inventions amplified mental ability, making Cloudhawk and his allies much more effective on the battlefield. They also lowered the rate of mental exhaustion. Enough of them could turn the tide of battle.

Chaos was brutal and extremely dangerous, however, and prone to explode. They couldn’t get mired in a long fight. The monster had to be dealt with as quickly as possible.

Cloudhawk helped his companions recover from their injuries. “Well, elder, what’s the plan?”

“No matter how mighty one’s enemies, everyone has a weak point. Chaos is no exception. In this form, our ordinary strength will not be enough to stop it, but we can destroy it.” Legion explained, “In physical form, Chaos must have a core. It is the center of its will – the same as any other living thing’s brain. Destroy the brain and we destroy the beast.”

“Where is the core supposed to be?”

“I am unsure. More than likely, it moves. The gods manufactured this weapon and know its weakness. It could not be made perfect, but the gods could at least make the weakness difficult to exploit.”

The core of Chaos was packed into a small orb and could be anywhere within the monster’s body. Its head, chest, leg, arm, or hand… to stop Chaos, they had to locate and destroy this elusive core. Of course, thanks in part to the monster’s high rate of regeneration, this would not be easy.

As everyone was pondering the best plan forward, the creature appeared on the horizon. With every leap, the ten-meter-tall monster drew closer.

Boom!

It landed with thunderous force. Fissures split the ground from its point of impact, slithering through a number of hills and valleys. A number of muttered curses followed. The damn thing was too fast. They had only just caught their breath.

“Alright, everyone. Time to get to work.” Cloudhawk drew himself up. “Whatever happens, we stop it here.”

Chaos was charging ever forward. With its limited intelligence, it didn’t know what it was running into, so it slammed headfirst into the energy shield blocking its path. Everything shook as though the heavens had come crashing down – but the barrier held. Chaos was flung backward with a terrible explosion.

With a roar of fury, Chaos released a column of destructive energy at the barrier. But again, it failed to break through. The earth shook in protest.

Cloudhawk sighed in relief. Now in physical form, Chaos couldn’t just slip through their defenses any longer. They could hold the monster in this spot and stop it from pushing further into Greenland. Of course, that was assuming Chaos didn’t change back to a quantum state.
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At the same time, atop the Source mountain.

Selene, Belial, and others peered towards the horizon with pensive expressions. Their area was encapsulated in a dedicated energy shield, and scores of elite soldiers were posted here as defenders of the southern wastes. If anything happened to this mountain, the consequences would be unthinkable.

As Selene peered out into the distance with an alert gaze, the hulking white creature by her side released a low growl. Anima, defender of Skycloud’s Temple, had been bound to Selene after she became the Avatar. It had remained obediently by her side ever since.

Rarely did it go outside. Most often, it served as a protector back in the Southern Capital or other important places. This was because of its peculiar ability to sense imminent danger. Anima warned them that something was amiss.

“Is an enemy near? From where?”

Selene scanned the area but said nothing. It was then that she heard the explosion. By the time she turned towards it, Janus and her team of assassins had arrived to deliver their report.

“Two Supremes have appeared near the mountain.”

“Supremes? Here?” Selene felt like something had a cold grip on her heart. “How did they get through the shields? We have to stop them.”

How had they gotten so close to the Source mountain without anyone knowing? There was no indication that something had broken past their defenses.

Chaos was supposed to be their primary weapon. But here they were, in this critical location. Selene couldn’t afford to be careless. She was here because Cloudhawk made her responsible for the safety of their backline. If Chaos was just a diversion, Selene and her team were the only ones standing between them and the Southern Capital!



1 “Reaching wind”. Toroa is Maori for albatross, reaching out. Wiater is a Polish name meaning “fast as the wind.”

115 / A War on Two Fronts


Two Supremes slowly alighted upon the Source mountain’s smooth peak. They did nothing to hide their whereabouts or presence. No less than two minutes later, a host of human defenders closed in from all sides. Among them were Selene, Belial, Phain, and Janus.

Selene stared at the two gods with deep suspicion. Her voice was low and challenging. “There must be a reason for them to so brazenly appear here. Take a closer look.”

“Right away.” Janus broke apart into a host of shadows that vanished into the air. Several other Elysian fighters also fell back.

The remaining defenders were Selene, Belial, Phain, Master Anan, Siegebreaker, Eurtropius, and a few elite soldiers. Against two gods, this small group should be enough.

The intruders regarded their angry receivers without an ounce of emotion. Eventually, their attention fixed upon Belial. “Ah, the demon artisan. Indeed, these trinkets bear your style.”

Belial could hear the contempt in their “voices.” He might be the greatest artisan of his kin, but that meant little to the gods. Humanity’s mighty defenses were more thanks to the power they stole from the gods than anything this amateur craftsman had made.

“Attack!”

Selene wasn’t going to waste time talking. She drew her sword and immediately released a beam of light at her foes. It struck, but the result was not what she expected. Her target vanished the instant it took damage.

Not invisibility. It was spatial power. The god’s form evaporated like dew before the morning sun.

Belial understood right away. “It’s a relic that lets it take quantum form. That’s how they passed through the barriers.”

What a unique power. Dissolving into a quantum state meant they existed beyond the normal plane of reality. It wasn’t strictly correct to call it spatial power, nor was it defensive or evasive. For so long as the relic was active, the god did not exist in their dimension. It was neither alive nor dead, somewhere between existing and not.

Of course, none of their attacks could hit it in such a state. It was a perfect defense, making the god impervious to almost anything.

“The god's power is quantum transformation. It and everything it holds can separate into quantum fragments. In such a form, it can teleport over small distances. That’s how it appeared here, and definitely with the help of Chaos.”

Belial’s voice was thick with fear.

The only way these gods were here was if Chaos brought them through. But hadn’t Cloudhawk stopped the monster?

Suddenly, the mountain beneath their feet began to… change? Souls began to seep from the glassy surface as though drawn out by a vacuum. They writhed grotesquely as they rose into the air before being swallowed up by dark clouds overhead.

Chaos! It was here!

This was a catastrophe, precisely the thing they were worried about. Source had many souls locked inside that Chaos could steal. With every one devoured, it would grow stronger, and if allowed to feast, it would have the strength to obliterate the Southern Capital and all its defenses.

“We have to stop them!” Belial’s voice cracked. But the gods were prepared.

One moved to attack. The Source beneath its feet cracked and became gravel. It extended a hand forward, and a beam of cutting light was released towards the humans.

Selene brandished her weapon and cut the beam apart. Crystal shards hung in the air where it passed, filling the area. The gods hovered among them as more rose from beneath their feet.

Belial spoke a warning. “This one’s power is probably refining. It can transform energy into any weapon it wishes.”

Before he even finished, the shards had gathered together and formed a number of statues. Were one to take a closer look, they would see that they looked exactly like the humans before them. Their crystalline bodies shimmered with light, and a menacing glow flickered from within.

The god waved its hand, and the statues lurched forward.

Gods were perfect, and those that rose to the level of Supreme were among their best. Such beings could not be underestimated. The fight was going to be a difficult one.
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Elsewhere, the fight had reached a fever pitch.

Chaos launched itself at the boundary, its fists in the air, but when it came crashing down, the barrier held firm. It was a one-way shield, allowing the people from within to fire out at Chaos but not allowing the beast to fight back.

The first to fire back were a handful of Gods Spear Elysian ships. A rain of energy blasts came tearing through the sky, streaking past the barrier and striking Chaos. An assault like this would blow a Master Demon Hunter to pieces. Against this monster, it only carved a few holes.

Clouds of dark energy poured out of the wounds in place of blood. Against a creature as resilient as this, the injuries were hardly worth a second thought. How were they supposed to find the core in a monster like this?

Cloudhawk didn’t have an answer. Suddenly, he stumbled, and his face turned dark. “Fuck! Something made its way to the Source mountain.”

“What?” Shock and fear filled the others when they heard.

Cloudhawk thought back to everything that happened. Then, it dawned on him. Back when they first confronted Chaos, it was trying to jump through space. Bruno had interrupted the process and seemed to keep it in place.

Actually, only a piece of Chaos had remained behind. Maybe a tenth of its total form, while two other gods had slipped by without him noticing. While Cloudhawk’s attention had been focused here, the remaining gods and their part of Chaos had continued to move through Greenland.

Time was up.

Chaos was not an intelligent beast, but despite its strength, it had come to realize that it could not break through the barrier. Thus, it began to change again, returning to a quantum state which would allow it to pass through the obstacle.

Once it crossed to the other side, these annoying insects would be crushed!


116 / Desperate Combat


The monster’s body began to warp and twist. It stretched in odd and unsettling ways as a misty sort of light poured from the holes in its chest. It spread out behind Chaos like the tail of a comet as it slammed again into the defensive boundary.

Pieces of it appeared on the other side and coalesced into physical form. An eerily long finger stretched out, and as it extended, a terrible blast erupted among the humans. A single finger had caused frightening casualties.

Chaos understood how to pass the barrier now, and so it began to change more quickly. One finger crossed, then a whole hand, then an arm, then half its body. Soon, the rest of it would be through.

“Its power is fragmented when transforming. It’s weaker.” Legion turned to Cloudhawk. “This is our chance.”

“Understood.” Cloudhawk nodded. “Master Bruno, make sure space is locked down in case Chaos tries to run again. Everyone else, prepare to attack. Give this fucking thing everything you’ve got.”

Everyone leaped into action. Various relics sprang to life and energy crackled around their bodies.

The airships also directly entered the fight. Gods Spear ships fired as often as their guns would allow, slamming into Chaos with every volley. While the damage inflicted wasn’t what they hoped, it was better than nothing.

Cloudhawk sat back. He shut his eyes and reached out with his senses. If Chaos could be considered a divine beast, then the changes its body made should present as a resonance. If Cloudhawk focused on this resonance, he might be able to tell where this core was.

The way Chaos traversed the boundary was unique. First, half of its body dissolved into a quantum state and seeped through the barrier. Once on the other side, it recombined into physical form once again. Because of the high amount of energy contained within it, the creature couldn’t move through in a blink. Instead, it effectively split itself in two – one half waiting outside while the other moved through the shield.

Two Chaos Beasts existed now, one on either side. They were connected by a hazy ribbon of energy, so while there were two physical bodies, it was still one creature. But the process had cut the monster’s power in half.

The humans gaped at the beast. What sort of nightmarish monster could do this sort of thing?

“Don’t just stare at it. Keep up the attack!”

Legion shouted the order as he hurled Oblivion towards the beast. It struck the half-formed monster and left a gaping wound behind. Souls poured out of it like a volcanic eruption. Screaming faces spread out aimlessly in all directions, picking targets at random. The defenders on the ground frantically evaded. Meanwhile, more souls were soaring up to the airships above and detonating against their hulls. Several vessels were obliterated.

Legion didn’t let up. Several more slashes were levied against the beast. Others regained their composure and joined the demon elder, laying into Chaos with all their might.

Chaos had yet to form fully on this side, meaning its defenses were weakened. Blows that were useless before were causing wounds, and from the gashes, souls poured forth. Eventually, it was overcome, and the monster’s physical body was hacked into several irregular pieces. They sloughed together like liquid metal even in the midst of the onslaught, trying to re-form.

Its head was lopped off and rolled down to its feet. Ferocious eyes glared at the buzzing things overhead, and two beams of light were fired at them. As they raked across the sky, the more agile humans dodged out of the way. The airships were not as quick. Half of the armada was destroyed in an instant. A shower of ash, fire, and debris covered the battlefield.

Chaos healed quickly. As the ships above tried to maintain their formation, half the monster’s body recovered. More of it had passed through the barrier now, strengthening its attack power and defenses with every passing second. Every piece of the fiend was a weapon, every drop of blood a thousand souls.

At last, Cloudhawk felt something – or rather, heard something. It entered his field of perception suddenly, connecting to the fragment of Chaos on his side of the boundary.

“I found it! The core, its will and instinct!”

Cloudhawk relayed the precise information to Legion through a mental link. Without a moment’s hesitation, Legion brought Oblivion streaking through the air towards the hazy connection between the two halves of their foe’s body.

But just in that instant, Chaos seemed to sense the danger. Part of its form vaporized and released its stored energy in a lethal shockwave. Everything for a thousand meters around it, including Legion, was caught in the blast.

Reality went dark.

It was like the whole world was enveloped in ruin.

The surviving airships had no chance to escape. They were swallowed up by the darkness and disintegrated. As for Cloudhawk’s team, it was impossible to know who was still alive in the aftermath.

Chaos was almost completely through. Their window was almost closed. Cloudhawk was beginning to lose his composure, only having barely survived the last attack by phasing between dimensions and activating all his defenses. As the initial wave roared past, he saw Legion being blown away. Oblivion spun end over end in his direction.

The Blade of Oblivion was a terrible weapon, built to erase matter from existence. Even amid the flows of violent energy, the relic was unscathed as it flew towards Cloudhawk.

This was their last shot.

He snatched Legion’s weapon from the air. With all the strength he could muster, he fought upstream against the deadly current of energy, relying on his shields to hold. Eventually, he reached the center of the storm where Chaos waited.

It had taken on its physical form once again. Chaos raised a fist, ready to meet Cloudhawk’s charge.

He summoned his spatial powers to blink past the attack, appearing behind the beast. Godslayer came hacking down in a brutal arc that carved a path down its spine. That was where he felt it, an object no larger than his fist nestled just off-center.

That was it!

Chaos was wrenching itself around for a counterattack, but it was too late.

With all the strength he could muster, he shoved both Godslayer and Oblivion into the opening. They pierced the monster’s core and released their power.

Chaos unleashed a pained, angry wail. Its whole body shook as the core burst apart and went rigid. Like a robot deprived of its battery, the powerful biological weapon merely stopped. There was nothing left to galvanize it.

Legion raised its head from the ground and called out to Cloudhawk in warning. “It will self-destruct! Back away!”

As fast as he could, Cloudhawk called on his powers. And just as the creature’s body detonated, he kicked it into a rift of his making. Chaos was thrust into the first place Cloudhawk had visited when the phase stone activated. In that vast and broken world, there suddenly appeared a supernova.

Cloudhawk was swept up in the energy as it burst through the rift, hurling him five hundred meters away. When the dust settled, it revealed a ravaged landscape, with bodies strewn all over. Cloudhawk’s elite team couldn’t pick themselves up off the ground, and at a glance, he couldn’t tell how many were still breathing, much less able to keep up the fight.


117 / Sacrifice


Source mountain of the southern wastes.

Dark clouds hovered in the sky, pregnant with tens of thousands of wailing souls. A steady stream of them were ripped from the mountain and drawn into the vortex in the center of the clouds.

Chaos continued to feast on the energy of the fallen, growing stronger by the moment. Southern Capital scrambled to respond.

Thousands of airships converged on the mountain from all directions. Dawn stood upon one with her hands on her sword. “Blow the fucking thing out of the sky!” she roared.

A tempest of attacks was released, sending angry streaks across the sky. Deafening explosions came in quick succession, loud enough to shake the earth. But no matter how furious their assault, nothing slowed the vortex.

“Dammit! What the fuck is this thing?!” Dawn growled the curses helplessly. Suddenly, the deck pitched beneath her feet as a horde of spirits rushed their way. They screamed towards the ships and detonated against their shields.

“I’ve got it!” The hellish scene sparked something in her mind. Her plan would cost lives, but she couldn’t let that stop her at this dire moment. “All hands, listen up! Fly into the vortex!”

Without hesitation, thousands of ships charged forward. They positioned themselves before the vortex, effectively plugging it. As the souls were dragged up from the mountain, they had no way to slip through and instead exploded against the ships.

Dawn’s soldiers had placed themselves directly in the path of a terrible flood.

The sky was on fire from the constant blasts. Screams and debris filled the air. From time to time, a ship’s shields failed and the vessel was quickly overwhelmed. Wreckage rained from on high like a grizzly rain.

“There is no retreat! Hold! Hold!”

Dawn held Terrangelica aloft and screamed her orders. She leaped onto the back of a dragon and led a vanguard of riders towards the mountain top. Her golden hair flowed behind her in the wind, and her armor gleamed as bright as a star. Like a Valkyrie, she charged directly into the stream of souls.

“If we can’t hold them here, then the capital falls. Humanity dies! Everyone, with me – let’s stop them here!”

The image of Dawn leading the troops filled them with battle spirit. They shouted war cries and raised their weapons. The worst that waited for them was death, and if Lady Dawn didn’t fear it, then neither would they!

As Dawn raced ahead, she heaved Terrangelica with both hands. Any spirit that came in range was hacked apart. Their twisted, crystalline bodies jerked and exploded in her wake. She cut down dozens of them, and many others succumbed to her Abyssal Scale. It drank up the energy from scores as they passed, causing them to wither into nothingness.

Yet for all her valiant showing, the souls from the mountain below were too numerous. Each one contained a frightening amount of energy. Dawn was only one woman, a drop amid a sea of angry screaming spirits.

She slammed into the heart of a large group of them. Dawn screamed a challenge and swung her sword with all her strength, but there were too many. Several got past her swings and detonated. The dragon beneath her had sturdy scales to protect it, but not against attacks of this strength. It was buffeted by the explosions and gravely wounded.

Dawn was protected by her armor but saw that a large flood of spirits had swept by her. The battle had come to her soldiers, who fought fiercely against the tide. They were not trained or equipped to fight ghosts, so the clash was a costly one.

“Son of a bitch! If we die, we die together!” The gruff promise came from a Greenland soldier. His eyes were filled with the sight of their airships being blown apart. With his jaw set, he urged his dragon forward, headlong into an oncoming spirit. He was devoured by the explosion, leaving almost nothing behind.

“Brother, I’m with you!” Another soldier turned his mount towards the spirits and dashed forward. He died as his companion did. Gruesome though it was, others saw that the method worked. Grim resolve filled their faces as they lowered their weapons and launched into suicide dives.

Dawn watched her troops fling themselves into the enemy like moths to a flame. Tears welled up in her eyes, but she couldn’t help them. She was surrounded by angry spirits.

The ghosts were mindless, angry things, but they could react instinctively to danger. Dawn was a threat, so they raced towards her to try and eliminate her. It didn’t take long for her mount to succumb.

She was forced to jump off its back and started freefalling. All around her was a storm of light as souls closed in. She couldn’t dodge or escape.

Is this where I die? She couldn’t stop the thought from worming through her head. Dawn wasn’t afraid of death, but she didn’t welcome it. If she had to die, she would rather it be by Cloudhawk’s side, not at the hands of some mindless spirit.

Her thoughts were interrupted when a small, swift ship streaked past. A swarm of figures jumped out, and one of them shouted out among the din. “Protect the Lady!”

“Roc, Rio – you’re here!”

Dawn recognized them right away. Rio, Roc, and all the rest were loyal members of the Polaris family. But instead of relief, her face filled with worry. “All of you, fall back right now!”

“Lady, we promised to fight for the glory of the Polaris family. Our duty is to protect the Lady of the house. We will not forsake our vows now.”

“Warriors of the Polaris family, take heed! Advance on the enemy!”

“Hold!” Dawn tried to stop them, but the order had been given.

Roc called on his relic and flew into a thick group of spirits. The souls immediately swarmed around him.

“I’ll be going ahead first.”

Roc saluted Dawn with his good arm. Soon, the terrible energy would rip through him, but it was far enough away from Dawn to fling her harmlessly away.

“We go to see General Skye. Please, Lady, don’t worry about our spirits.”

Rio had also attracted a cloud of spirits. The explosion that followed was blinding. As Dawn fell past, nothing remained of the Talon of God’s former colonel.

Dawn was forced to watch as members of her family were blown apart, willingly giving their lives for hers. She couldn’t do anything but scream in pain and frustration.

From the corner of one moist eye, she saw a group of figures hovering in the sky. Janus, Phain, and others were on the way. Thanks to the sacrifice of her family members, they were able to get in close enough to retrieve her. Dawn, however, was on the verge of madness. “Kill them! Kill them all! Let me go. I’m not leaving till there’s nothing left!”

Of course, there were too many. She couldn’t stop them.

A third of Southern Capital’s armada was in ruins. With every passing second, the remaining ships suffered more under constant bombardment. The troops and vessels Cloudhawk had fought so hard to gather were sacrificed before ever having a chance to fight the gods.


118 / Stasis


Heaven was burning. The air was on fire.

Even from below on the mountain, Selene could see soldiers throwing themselves against the spirits to die. Her heart ached, but their sacrifice was a necessary one. She had a Supreme to deal with, but even if she didn’t, there was nothing she could do to save them.

This living weapon of mass destruction built by the gods was beyond mankind’s means to stop. Meanwhile, the Quantum God shifted in and out of reality. In its quantum state, Selene had no way of causing it harm. Nor did she have a way to force her foe to take physical form. They were helpless, even if they all focused on this one enemy.

The other god’s powers involved transforming matter. It molded reality the way a child molded clay, turning everything it touched into a weapon. Soldiers and monsters were spun from the ether and sent to fight on behalf of the Supreme.

Yes, the god made its will palpable. Whatever it wished, it could create. Everything it came into contact with became an extension of its power.

A constant stream of mindless soldiers was created, along with cannons, warships, bombs, and other weapons. An entire army was built in an instant as easily as a programmer writing a piece of code. If any creature could be said to truly be a deity, this creator was such a thing.

Belial belched out a plume of fire that shattered several dozen nearby crystal soldiers. It reached further towards the Supreme, but with a wave of its hand, the Source reared up in its defense to form a barrier. Belial’s hellfire crashed against it like a seawall. Afterward, the Source cracked apart and reformed into a giant twenty meters tall.

Hundreds of cannons bristled from the giant in an instant. It released a resounding blast of force, but thankfully, Master Anan was quick to answer. The blast was deflected by a shield he summoned.

Yet in this instant, the Quantum God also acted. It appeared at Walrick’s side with a hand outstretched. This unobtrusive motion was actually filled with lethal intent.

Selene had foreseen this, so her sword flashed to life. A blast of brilliant holy energy slammed into Master Anan and sent him tumbling backward.

Selene’s Eye of Time allowed her to see where the Quantum God would appear and how it would attack. If the god was allowed to lay its hands upon a victim, the latter would dissolve into quantum particles and become locked in that state.

In other words, if Walrick had been touched by the Supreme, he would have dissolved into microscopic pieces. He would have ceased to exist in their reality. A single touch meant death.

“The Eye of Time?” Several of the Quantum God’s sneak attacks had failed. Selene’s stolen power was preventing it from dominating the battlefield. She cast a wave of power in its direction, but the god vanished before it could land.

What a hateful power! Selene turned her ire on the crystal giant, whose cannons were about to fire a second salvo. The brilliant gleam of Sublime Transcendence cut the monster into unequal halves.

However, her brutal attack was not enough to destroy it. Nearby, the Creator God called Source shards from the air and used them to create two giants from the pieces of the first. Both trained all their weapons on Belial, whose artisan prowess made the demon a favored target.

Selene’s face darkened. She knew how important Belial was to the Alliance. Without him, their front line would be nonexistent. It was likely these two gods had appeared here to make sure the elder died.

It was also likely they knew they wouldn’t survive once their mission was done. This didn’t matter much. Gods had a very different concept of life and death. If sacrificing themselves achieved an important part of the collective’s aims, then it was a perfectly acceptable end.

A storm of attacks descended on Belial. At the same time, a figure appeared behind him, the Quantum God. It took advantage of the elder’s blind retreat and lightly placed a hand upon his body.

Finished! The thought flashed through Belial’s mind like a searing bolt of electricity.

In fending off the first Supreme’s attack, he had stumbled into the arms of a second. Once contact was made, he would be damned to the quantum world. All of Sumeru couldn’t stop the process.

This was the scene Selene witnessed.

She knew how critical such a loss would be if she allowed it to occur. So, without hesitation, she poured energy into her right eye and caused it to flare with power. The relic absorbed all of her mental energy, along with everything contained in her Holy Vestments. Even the nearby psionic towers were drained.

Like a bottomless pit, the Eye devoured all.

Despite the huge flood of power, the relic was still not satiated. But it was enough. A formless energy spread out before Selene and quickly covered everything. The light released from the giant’s energy cannon froze mid-flight. Debris flung into the air by explosions were frozen in place.

The Quantum God – even Belial in his despair – were locked in an instant in time.

“Die.” Selene drew on the deepest parts of herself, and a sword of light burst into being. Her right eye was fixed on it so that the attack did not freeze like everything else. It descended from the sky like a divine death sentence and pierced through the Quantum God’s skull.

She couldn’t hold it anymore. The flows of time returned to normal.

Selene’s attack knocked the Quantum God off its feet. Time’s brief freeze and her attack prevented it from destroying Belial or engaging its defenses. Its companion’s attack slammed into both the demon elder and the Supreme.

A deafening explosion followed.

Belial had been focused on the first attack already, so he suffered relatively minor trauma. The Quantum God, on the other hand, was not prepared. Already wounded by Selene’s attack, the explosion was more than it could bear. Its body was ripped apart.

This was not what the gods anticipated. They had underestimated the power of this human and her mastery over time. Although her innate strength was nothing to fear, the rare talent to manipulate time made her a great danger.

The remaining god abandoned its assault on Belial and turned all its attention on Selene.

Her use of the Eye left her spent. She had nothing left with which to defend herself. It had all happened too fast for her companions to react, so Walrick and Belial watched with anxious faces.

Whoosh!

A streak of golden light arrived with a hurricane’s force, slamming into the god’s side. Electric power and raking claws dug into its body and tore apart the sturdy armor. While the bird-like attacker tore into the god, another lion-headed beast raced by and pulled Selene onto its back.

The Creator God formed a cage to try and lock the bird in. All the weapons and soldiers nearby fired in a wild display at the winged lion attempting to flee. It deftly managed to dodge many of the attacks, but not all. With a pained wail, the beast tumbled from the sky.

Belial took advantage of the god’s distraction, rushing in for an attack. A spear wrapped in black fire appeared in his hand, which he plunged into his foe’s body. With all the strength he could muster, he heaved, and the two crashed through five walls of crystal before finally stopping.

“We have failed. This is… unexpected.”

The god felt lethal power filling its body. Belial was not a combatant, but he was a creature with the power of a Supreme. A direct attack was enough to end its life.

Humans were strong. Stronger than other species they had subjugated. It was not a power that came innately, however – it was born from their limitless potential. Still, it hardly mattered. The gods might have failed, but it did not mean their mission was not a success.

The vortex overhead began to shrink. A massive figure began to emerge, partially visible through the darkness. This fragment of Chaos was coming into reality – but then it stopped. Something was wrong. Its core, contained in another piece of itself, had been destroyed.

What hovered over the Source mountain was only a piece of the Chaos Beast. Without the core, it could not exist independently. A terrifying power began to gather inside it, surging erratically. As the aborted fragment of Chaos fell from the sky, it prepared to release all the energy it had devoured.

The imminent explosion promised to be catastrophic.


119 / The Meaning of Sacrifice


The Chaos Beast’s fall and eruption was a gradual process.

First came the collapse. Its hulking body started to implode, and when it couldn’t get any smaller, it started to swell. Like a balloon leaking air, eruptions of energy from within were flung out in random directions. It was a chain reaction, a series of explosions that grew increasingly intense in slow motion.

Selene hit the ground. Blood poured from her right eye, but even though it threatened her life, she wanted to use its power again to stop the explosion. Yet for all her desire, she couldn’t. The monster was too far away, and the energy it contained was too great.

All she could do was look up at the armageddon forming overhead. Nothing in her power could stop it. Nothing humanity possessed could stop it. She was helpless.

Belial’s voice shouted through the noise. “Help me to the control tower!”

Oddball, after fighting off the Supreme, heard Belial’s call. It was as intelligent as an average person and thus responded, flying by and grabbing him by the shoulders. Bird and demon dashed towards the mountain’s control tower.

But as fast as Oddball was, it couldn’t outrun the explosion.

The ever-expanding corona of energy grew at a staggering speed and burned like a supernova. Even Selene felt her unbreakable resolve begin to crack. Was this it? Was she going to watch this explosion destroy everything they’d worked for?

The troops in the air nearer to the explosion felt the same fear, only far more intensely. The troops had been dispatched here by Dawn in a moment of crisis. Thanks to their sacrifices, the birth of Chaos had been delayed. But so what? The explosion that threatened to swallow them up would ravage everything within hundreds of kilometers.

It contained as much power as ten of the nukes Adder used to destroy Skycloud’s wall. No living thing would survive its fire. There was no escape. The death of Chaos would lead to a chain reaction that would obliterate the Source mountain and everything nearby.

Southern Capital might survive the initial blast, but without Source, their defenses would fail. The gods would crush the city and its people when they arrived. They wouldn’t even need to step foot on Earth’s soil. From the safety of their ships high in space, they could rain destruction on the humans with the push of a button. A few volleys were all it would take.

Myriad were the tools of the gods. Last Judgment and the Chaos Beast were a few of a hundred methods they could use to eliminate the lowly human race. They were like a modern mechanized army pitted against primitives. It didn’t matter how fierce and united the cavemen were. In the end, their fate was destruction.

The ever-expanding orb of energy was dense enough to have its own gravity. Anything within its scope was dragged inexorably towards a furious center. Airships that were too slow in escaping were caught and devoured. The turbulent flows of energy obliterated everything it touched, and the fires burned away anything that remained.

Still, it grew. At any moment, it could grow unstable and release all of that pent-up energy all at once. A fiery end was inevitable.

Dawn, Janus, Phain, and their group faced the slowly approaching wall of fire. Their faces were ashen with fear. Anything they thought to do seemed futile in the face of this power.

“We’ve lost,” Phain said with a sigh.

Lost. In the end, it was just as the gods said. Everything had just been a futile effort.

Everyone knew this could happen. The gap between humans and their masters was too wide. What they didn’t expect was that they would be so thoroughly subjugated in a matter of days. It was almost pathetic.

“I will not give up!”

Dawn flung herself forward, separating from the group. Everyone watched her go in shock and alarm, but didn’t try to stop her. What was the point? They were all dead anyway.

Dawn faced the storm of energy with her jaw set. She would not run! Activating her gravitational powers, and with the power of her Dawnbreaker armor, she flung herself towards the heavens like a comet.

Even up to the last instant, even though she could do nothing, Dawn refused to give in. She would not accept that this would be her end, that Cloudhawk would lose!

Her mind filled with the faces of the Polaris family soldiers who’d died for her. She clung to the fury and promise she made to her grandfather, that she would avenge his murder. Dawn had told Cloudhawk that she would follow him to the end. The end had not come yet.

I have to stop. I have to stop it! Everything else went quiet. This was the only thought in her head, echoed over and over. Her one mission to accomplish.

So, like a butterfly with its wings on fire, Dawn hurled herself into the raging storm. With both hands on her sword, she aimed it at the core of the explosion. All of her will and anger and pride were focused on the weapon, and soon, shards of crystal began to thicken around it.

That was her plan, to freeze this mass of terrible energy. But was she strong enough to succeed? It would be impossible even for Cloudhawk!

Dawn didn’t spend any time considering odds. She never did. In the end, she always believed that it wasn’t just the result that was important. You did what you had to do. That was the important thing. If it meant climbing a mountain of swords or crossing a sea of fire, she did it without hesitation. She did what she felt she had to.

She didn’t know what would happen. Whatever her end would be, she would go down fighting.

As she roared a challenge to the explosion, Dawn released several times her ordinary level of power. The undulating surface of the orb began to stiffen. Crystals formed along the corona, and suddenly, its rapid expansion slowed.

But it wasn’t enough.

Dawn was swallowed up by it, surrounded by furious flows of energy. Every second took all of her strength to keep from being blown apart. Yet even using all her potential and pouring everything she had into the effort, it was only slowing the inevitable.

A short distance away, the air trembled. Cloudhawk appeared, having raced to the Source mountain after defeating the Chaos Beast’s physical form. However, he was in bad shape, encased in shattered armor and leaking blood from several wounds. When he appeared, all he saw was devastation.

The situation was too far gone.

“Dawn!” Cloudhawk saw her glimmering form get swallowed up by the corona. With notes of fear in his eyes, he teleported as close as he dared. “We can’t stop it! Come back!”

Dawn felt him arrive. It didn’t matter. There was no going back now. She had slowed the spread, but now she was the plug. If she let up, all the energy would be released. It would swallow everything: the army, their barrier, Selene, and most importantly, Cloudhawk.

As a result, she could not let up.

“Cloudhawk, I can’t hold it for long!” she cried out as loud as she could. “Teleport me and this fucking thing out of here!”

He was frozen. He knew what she was asking. She had managed to delay the explosion, but no one could stop it. Cloudhawk could put his own life on the line and it wouldn’t make a difference. The second Dawn faltered, everything for kilometers around them would be destroyed. They couldn’t run from it.

So there was only one option. With his powers, Cloudhawk could move the explosion and Dawn from this dimension into another. It was the only way to save everyone.

“I know it’s hard, but you have to do it. You have to.”

“I can’t!” he screamed. It was the first time since becoming the leader of the wastes that his emotions got the better of him. Never mind how impotent he felt against this power. How was he supposed to accept sacrificing his best friend?

Dawn had reached her limit. Blood was leaking from her eyes, ears, and nose – from the corner of her mouth and from every pore. The muscles in her body had begun to atrophy as every ounce of her was being drained. Her hair turned from brilliant gold to withered and gray. Her life was being stolen from her, and every second was agony.

She felt the most intense pain of her life, but she knew the pain Cloudhawk felt had to be worse.

“Cloudhawk, it hurts. Let me end it.”

He could see her consciousness beginning to slip, and there was nothing he could do. He felt overwhelmed with anger and frustration.

Dawn’s body was failing. Her voice was barely a whisper, she croaked, “Quickly… quickly...”

Cloudhawk’s scream was like that of a mad beast. With both hands raised, he released his power, but not in the trained and controlled way that was typical. It poured out of him like his scream, raw and pure. Unprecedented power enveloped the area.

Not enough! The power of the explosion was too great!

“You can do it,” Dawn said in a hoarse sigh. “You can do it...”

Her words were like a knife in his heart. He had to push through. His own hair turned from pitch-black to platinum white as his will, soul, and body were given over to the power. In the midst of the physical and emotional pain, something wondrous took over.

The stone in the center of the Demon King’s Cuirass flared to life.

His armor, which had been a loose collection of fragments, suddenly fused together. The armor’s silent will awakened once again, but rather than reject Cloudhawk, it fused seamlessly with his mind. A faint shadow appeared in the corner of Cloudhawk’s vision.

“Hope, courage, power, perseverance, responsibility… and most importantly, sacrifice.” The low, stately voice boomed in his mind. “The road to great things is paved with hardships. Remember the power of grief. From this instant forward, you are the Demon King.”

Sacrifice! Was that what he was missing all this time?

Legion saw powerful spatial fluctuations from afar begin to warp the ball of energy. A massive tear appeared in reality between heaven and earth, swallowing the orb like a hungry maw. At the same time, in another empty cosmos, a roaring explosion appeared from nowhere.

Dawn released her final breath, a sigh of relief. Her withered lips pulled back in a smile.

Cloudhawk, it looks like I can’t be with you after all. Grandpa – I’m sorry I couldn’t avenge you.

The darkness of space blazed with the light of a supernova. Total silence. A small wave in an endless black sea.

Dawn’s sacrifice had saved countless lives. Her life gave rise to a King.

Cloudhawk had joined with his armor at last. Finally, he had inherited all that his predecessor had to give, and it had made him greater. Only, he felt entirely empty. He felt like everything that he was had disappeared.

With his own hands, he’d sent Dawn to her death. He would never remove this armor because there was no Cloudhawk anymore. He died with her. There was only the Demon King now.


120 / Massacre


The death of Chaos left terrible fallout. The Source mountain and its surrounding area was a shattered warzone after the souls from within all exploded.

Belial rushed to the control tower to find it damaged. The many layers of defense protecting Southern Capital were weakened.

Damn it! Belial reached out with his power and began the repairs.

In the distance, a red hue tainted the sky. The crimson infection was quickly spreading towards the city. Last Judgment. Once it reached them, no relics would function, including their various towers. Without their defenses, the gods could stride right in.

Worse, unless he was mistaken, Belial assumed the gods had their forces waiting just outside the border for this very moment. The instant the barrier fell, their armies would rush in. Gods were fast. Humanity would have no time to mount a resistance.

As anxiety filled him, Belial spied a figure descending from above. His heart skipped a beat, and the words came instinctively from his lips. “Y-… Demon King!”

Compared to other demons, Cloudhawk’s physique was neither large nor strong. In fact, he could be called puny. The black armor that encased him seemed fused to his person like a second skin. A glowing red stone adorned the center, and two black orbs for eyes peered from the hideous demon mask.

His mop of hair hung over the half-helm. It was no longer the rich black of before, but a salt and pepper gray. The air around him was heavy with imperious, cold majesty. Cloudhawk wasn’t the same person he was a few moments ago.

Belial felt nothing human in him anymore. Although Cloudhawk was smaller, he held himself as though he were ten thousand meters tall. The heavy pressure of his mien stole the elder’s breath. Once, Belial had not deigned to pay this mortal any mind. Now, however, he dared not show disrespect. Inside, he was already subjugating himself to the will of the Demon King.

“How long do you need?”

“Twenty… no, ten minutes will be enough.”

Without a word, Cloudhawk waved his hand and ripped a hole in space. He stepped through to appear between the third and fourth layers of Greenland’s shields. The fifth had already been destroyed by Chaos.

A hundred glimmering figures were passing through the fourth barrier as it faltered. They were waiting for the enchantments to fade. Once weak enough, they would force their way into Southern Capital and eradicate everyone inside.

Crimson light crept ever closer from the horizon. Those areas where the boundary had failed would not recover, for Last Judgment rendered the towers useless. Two layers were overcome, and with every step the gods took, the city was more at risk.

The divine soldiers paused their advance when they saw him appear and felt his presence. Was this Cloudhawk? He had survived the assault and grown stronger.

Cloudhawk said nothing. Last Judgment cast its red light over the field, cutting relics off from their source, but he was unfazed. The new Demon King waved a hand dismissively towards his foes. Space responded by stuttering and splitting, with the largest fissure centered on the body of a Supreme.

An intense traction force was born. The god’s indomitable form was immediately ripped apart, the power far too fast and too intense for it to defend against. It died with little time to realize what was happening.

“Attack.”

The other gods hardly seemed disturbed and proceeded to advance.

Soldiers raised their shining spears and fired bolts of energy towards Cloudhawk. They fell like deadly rain upon him, but he did not flinch. When their shots drew near, space rippled around him, and like stones thrown into a river, they vanished from view.

Cloudhawk wrapped himself in unstable spatial energy. Attacks simply disappeared, leaving their mark unscathed. This caused a slight stir among the gods, for they knew only the true Demon King possessed power like this. Had this human learned to command the power of their ancient foe?

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk tore the fabric of reality at a whim. One after another, gods were shredded by his power. Their deaths came instantaneously, once formidable warriors hardly more than paper tigers before this human.

In the blink of an eye, six or seven gods had been ended. Two among them were Supremes. How was this happening? Because Cloudhawk had become the King he was always destined to become. His command over space was wielded with unmatched authority. No mere Supreme was his equal.

Another important factor was the gods’ own weapon. Last Judgment hampered humans and most demons, while the gods could fight with their special weapons. The lowly humans were helpless under the light of Last Judgment – but not Cloudhawk. Their precious field did not impede his abilities at all.

In fact, the gods fought with one hand tied behind their backs as well. Their mightiest relics were sealed, and however strong their mental powers, it made no difference. None of their strengths applied under Last Judgment, so they were left open to abuse by the Demon King with no way to fight back.

“Spread out, attack the city.” The order was passed among the gods.

Slaughter of their compatriots did not disturb these beings. All that mattered was their mission, to destroy this nest of rebellious insects. Losses would not dissuade them from their task. If they could not defeat Cloudhawk, then they simply wouldn’t fight him. For all his strength, he was only one man and could not be everywhere.

These prideful gods overestimated themselves and faced the Demon King with only disdain. Cloudhawk spread his will all throughout the area where it was felt by his foes. A strange sensation overcame them, where they were simultaneously moving thousands of meters in all directions and yet standing still.

Cloudhawk had stretched space. Meanwhile, his body appeared throughout the area in a series of rapid flashes. Each time he appeared, it was among a group of gods, and the space there was immediately highly compressed. When it couldn’t shrink any further, the field was released in a violent explosion that left behind a gory scene of limbs and shattered armor.

He materialized all across the battlefield. There was no way to stop him or know where he might show up next.

“He will eliminate our forces if we continue like this. We must discontinue Last Judgment.”

A request was relayed to the god in charge of Last Judgment, asking for it to be released. With their full strength, they could more effectively combat Cloudhawk’s domination of the field. However, this would also mean abandoning their plan to capture the Southern Capital. Much of the wastes had been captured by their assault, but the human city at its heart would remain standing.

Only forty to fifty divine soldiers remained. They gave up their mad rush for the city and refocused on Cloudhawk. He watched them gather with a cold and emotionless stare, knowing they would try with all their might to bring him down. No one could disregard the threat they posed. Fifty gods could eliminate a mid-sized civilization.

Cloudhawk did not cower. His murderous intent was palpable in the air.

“Every one of you will die.”


121 / Unpredictable Fate


On this small rock spinning through a lonely corner of the cosmos, a glimmering figure stood upon its surface. It was large and wrapped in a dazzling luminescence that hid most details. Even its outline was indiscernible.

Thus, an orb of light stood in silence among the darkness of space, as though waiting for something.

As one of the most powerful beings in the universe, time was a meaningless construct. Yet even with dominion over time, even with the ability to know what was and what will be, this being did not have the qualifications to call itself Fate.

It sounded like a contradiction.

There were many races across the universe. When a civilization advanced beyond its own star, it began to understand the nature of the cosmos. It grasped aspects of the quantum realm. During this period, in observing the rules of this microscopic realm, they might discover something strange: every time they observed them, the rules changed.

This was called the “Uncertainty Principle.”

No matter what measures were devised, there existed no way to accurately define the qualities of subatomic particles. In other words, the rules of the quantum realm were affected even by the mere act of observation. Each time a measurement was taken, the results were different.

One could say that future readings were eternally uncertain. The future was a mystery, and any interference resulted in change.

This being stood at a height no other living creature could reach. Its view was cast long, exploring destiny through the mists of time. Yet – precisely the same as these lowly humans discovered – even this creature found fate to be inscrutable. In the act of observing, the future was altered. For every action it took, knowing what was to come, the destiny it knew changed.

All it could do was exist in a single moment of time, sorting through millions of possibilities and correct towards this end. Through unending manipulation of causality and probability, through eternal time, it could nudge fate in the direction it preferred.

This was not an easy process.

Like an artist, it painstakingly focused on even the tiniest details to bring a masterwork to life. Each brushstroke had to be just right, for even the slightest mistake could render all its efforts moot. Now was the most crucial time, for the masterwork was nearly complete.

A light appeared before the small planet, a not insignificant expulsion of energy. It lasted only one one-thousandth of a second – meaningless on the scale of the universe, but it was precisely what this being was waiting for.

At last, this god they called “King” acted.

A universe of deathly stillness manifested. Myriad planets spinning on their axes froze. That distant explosion, with all its uncountable particles, expanded at a snail’s pace.

Where such a display should have only existed for a split second, time had been brought to a standstill. At this slow pace, the explosion would persist for a full day. Plenty of time for the God King to find what it was looking for. She hovered among the storm of energy, withered and maimed, with hair as white as snow. Life had left her, leaving only a quiet body wearing a small smile.

The God King reached out.

This lifeless form was plucked from the heart of the explosion and taken away. Soon after, the frozen stream of time thawed. A roaring supernova released its fury into the uncaring universe, an insignificant tantrum that quickly subsided.
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The Demon King returned.

Parts of his armor were cracked, but it was knitting itself back together even as the others watched. Once-righteous figures were now bloody corpses, piled high. Over a hundred of them, marking where the gods’ attempted invasion had failed.

The others looked upon the scene in shock and disbelief.

Alone, Cloudhawk had eliminated a small army of gods. Such power was impossible for them to understand. In their eyes, Cloudhawk was truly a god, no longer a man.

“Cloudhawk, you...”

Selene was weak from her own ordeal. The fight had demanded everything from humanity’s defenders. Victory had come at a painful cost, the loss of Dawn Polaris. A price paid in blood that could never be settled.

She worried for Cloudhawk. She knew him, knew how close he’d been to Dawn. Cloudhawk was the sort of man who always put himself in danger to spare others, but this time, destiny had demanded Dawn’s sacrifice. Although he had been given no choice, it didn’t make the result any less painful.

“Don’t worry. I’m fine. You’re wounded, so focus on recovery.” Cloudhawk’s voice was hoarse through the mask. “The energy from these corpses hasn’t left yet. Bring them to the transformation altar as quickly as possible and begin the process. I leave you in charge of who receives their power.”

Selene wanted to say more, but he cut her off. “I need stronger soldiers.”

Shamed glances were shared among Greenland’s warriors. They were too weak.

Cloudhawk turned as though to leave. No shred of the young man she traveled the wastes with remained. Selene wanted to stop him, to pull him back from the road he faced. But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t allow herself to be that selfish. Cloudhawk had become the Demon King, the leader that they needed. Such was his responsibility, his fate.

This was how Dawn Polaris died? Selene never thought it would come to this. In the midst of her pained disbelief, she saw Legion fall in behind Cloudhawk, the Hand of Gehenna in tow.

This Legion is no good. I don’t know what he’s planning, but I’m sure he’s using Cloudhawk!

Dawn’s voice rang in Selene’s ears. It was a groundless accusation – after all, on the surface, it seemed everything Legion had done was in service to his King, even nearly dying. But for reasons she could not explain, Selene felt the same as her lost companion.

“Here, let me help you.” A woman in an emerald dress appeared by her shoulder. She glanced at Cloudhawk’s retreating form before returning her gaze to Selene. “Don’t worry. I trust him.”

Selene Cloude and Autumn Draper had only a superficial relationship.

Within the young woman slept the will of a god. Selene had come to reject these false deities, but with Dawn gone, she needed Autumn’s power. If Dawn’s fears were realized, then Cloudhawk needed protectors around him.

You’re gone, but I will continue our mission.
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Cloudhawk came right to the point, turning on his marshals with all the gravity of the Demon King. “Tell me now. How do I open the path to Gehenna?”

Legion, Belial, and Abaddon could feel it at last. The power and presence they felt was worthy of being called King. He bore the right to unseal the land that had been closed for a thousand years, and command the demonic armies within.

“Your predecessor established the secret base on Emerald Star for a reason. That is where the link to Gehenna resides.” Legion bowed and spoke respectfully. “My King has joined with the will of the Cuirass and proved himself worthy of commanding my kin. Any who refuse to obey will be named betrayers.”

“Then it’s time to make the trip.”

“As you wish.”

Cloudhawk would wait not a moment longer. Now, more than ever, he was desperate for the power of Gehenna. Their strength was his to wield against the gods.


122 / The Path to Gehenna


The southern waste’s front line had met with catastrophe. Losses in both equipment and human lives were great. Emerald Star, however, was untouched. Not even a ripple was felt.

After an initial period of chaos, things quickly settled down. The many pests that had called the city home were eradicated, and humanity’s new shelter was made safe. Millions now called it home, and that number was growing all the time.

Undercity appeared to have been built for humans. Its buildings and layout were suitable for their needs. Most importantly, it came equipped with a sophisticated energy grid. The crust overhead was connected to the whole city and provided it with a never-ending supply of power to do whatever they needed. It was why everything moved forward so smoothly.

“There’s enough for everyone. Stay in your lines!”

“Keep things civil. Make trouble and you’ll suffer the consequences.”

Ten soldiers in green cloaks with eboncrys rifles were passing out food and supplies. A transport ship was parked in a public square, and a large crowd had gathered. Supply ships like this were a common and ubiquitous sight. Emergency measures in an unusual time. Emerald Star and Undercity had plenty of resources to provide for themselves in the future, but they needed support in these early days. Once everything was up and running, they could operate independently.

“Sister, Grandfather, come quickly.”

A young man turned her head and called out. An attractive young woman helped an elderly man along to her side. She grumbled at the man, “What’s your hurry, Summer? There’s enough for everyone, didn’t you hear? You’ll get plenty.”

There had never been any issue in getting enough food and water to live comfortably.

Summer nibbled on a cracker as he spoke. “There’s so much still to do to get this city going. No better time to make a name for myself! Getting recognized now would mean a lot for our future… I’ve thought of everything. When things quiet down a little, I’m going to apply for the scout crew.”

Autumn helplessly regarded her brother when something suddenly seemed to occur to her. She spoke up. “In the last few days, there haven’t been any newcomers. I heard there might be fighting back home. The gods are killing their way to the Southern Capital. We don’t know what the situation is like.”

“What’s the point of worrying about all that, sis? We’re safe here. Brother Cloudhawk will deal with all the other stuff, so don’t be concerned. Hey grandpa, I’m right aren’t I?” Summer’s optimistic personality hadn’t been impacted by everything that happened. “Things are bad, but there’s a lot of good too. There’s a lot to explore on the surface, and Undercity’s only ten-percent excavated. This is a newborn city! With our smarts and skills, I’m sure we’ll be respected members of the community in no time.”

Autumn understood her little brother very well. He was vigorous and passionate, full of wanderlust. This new world was a paradise to him, full of opportunity.

Craig had one hand on his cane and the other wrapped around a water bottle. A loving smile deepened the wrinkles on his face. He was an old man, nearing the end of his life, but it had been a life with no regrets. He was about to respond to the young man when his eyes were drawn to a group of four figures. They were on a distant tower, but even at this distance, there was one he recognized. He narrowed his eyes to get a better look, but by then, they were gone.

Have my eyes gotten so bad? I really am getting old…

In truth, his gaze was as sharp as ever. The four he spied were Cloudhawk and his three demon compatriots. He’d caught them in the instant they teleported into the city, but they moved on just as quickly. Most people would have missed it.

Cloudhawk inspected the prosperity that had taken hold in this new city. While not all of humanity could take refuge here, Emerald Star had a thriving population. Whatever happened, humanity would continue on this distant planet.

Maybe in a few thousand years, there would be two distinct species of humans, here on Emerald Star and on Stony Plains. One would be the children of New Humans, a civilization of spirituality and creativity. The latter would be a people steeped in science and technology, established by ancient humans from a long-dead world and built on modern resources.

As for their mother planet? Most likely, it would stand as a dead monument to a war against the gods.

Cloudhawk knew this would be a protracted conflict between two civilizations. The battle that started on his home planet would expand to encompass the whole universe. A few years wouldn’t be enough to determine a clear winner, but what was clear was that humanity wasn’t strong enough to win the fight on their own. That’s why Cloudhawk had to unseal Gehenna and call the demons to action.

“After you, my King.”

Cloudhawk nodded, unleashed his power, and wrapped them up in a storm of spatial energy. The group vanished from their vantage point over Undercity and reappeared ten thousand meters deeper underground.

There was no doubt that this was a long-abandoned compound of the gods. Instead of destroying it, the Demon King repurposed the base upon its discovery. It now served as the gateway to Gehenna. The way was sealed by a hundred different relics that galvanized a tremendous amount of energy. Utilizing this power, one could open the path to the demonic world.

Legion said nothing as they approached. Cloudhawk, however, felt something.

It was his armor reacting. Faintly, a thought swam up in his mind from the memories of his predecessor, leading him to where the gate could be activated.

“This… this is the gateway to Gehenna?”

The demons followed their king into a cavern. Cloudhawk felt something inside resonating with his armor and tickling memories in the back of his mind. A great and ancient will seeped from him and through this place.

A fissure opened up between volcanic tunnels. It started as a narrow gap but quickly split wider until it became a bottomless chasm. Inside, he could feel flows of spatial energy.

Neither Legion nor Belial had ever gone to Gehenna. After the Great War, they remained in the human home world, utilizing different methods to keep themselves hidden from gods and demon hunters. So while they knew of Gehenna’s existence, they knew very little else.

Abaddon was a different matter. As with any sealing enchantment, there were invariably loopholes in the Demon King’s gate. There were places and times where the seal was unstable, and a small group of demons could abuse these weaknesses to enter.

However, the real door to Gehenna was right here.

Cloudhawk could feel all the energy of the godly base concentrated here, maintaining the fissure. He watched for a few moments, but nothing else happened.

“Onward.”

Cloudhawk took the lead, stepping into the darkness. After only a few steps in, he felt the flows of space ripple around him. Its power dragged him through dimensions.

But this wasn’t ordinary spatial power, not the sort that was common out in the cosmos. It was taking him into a large sub-dimension, not unlike the Cube he held. Where it differed was that this place was enormous, as large as any planet.

Space-time in these places were independent of the outside universe. Stepping into it was like entering a different reality. The gods could never locate this place, even with all their power.

Was this it? Was this the location of Gehenna?


123 / Gehenna


As Cloudhawk stepped into the fissure, he felt himself being pulled into another dimension. Up, down, left, right… every direction was painted with swirls of light and energy. He could see the flows of space as they warped around him.

This place was dangerous. There were no roads, no points of reference, no map. He was floating in space with infinity on all sides. Which direction was the right one? If he got lost, would he ever get out?

But as he looked closer, Cloudhawk saw hidden among the flows a pathway into the distance. He floated towards it with his demon companions in tow. Their progress appeared slow without anything that could be used for reference, but in fact, they were moving quite fast. Nimbly avoiding the gusts of energy, they emerged from the world of color to appear before an enormous whirlpool.

It was a strange phenomenon. All of its tremendous energy was pushed out to the edges, while the center was perfectly still. Looking at it was like staring at a permanent background fixture, independent of the chaos of the area.

This was it.

Cloudhawk paused briefly, then flung himself into the center of the vortex. Once again, he felt the undeniable tug of spatial energy drawing him in. His body dissolved into billions of atoms and catapulted across the cosmos, ultimately recombining somewhere new.

When all his senses returned, the first thing he felt was intense heat. Looking around, Cloudhawk saw a lake of molten stone undulating in all directions. Were he an ordinary human, suddenly being deposited in a lake of lava would have killed him immediately.

Despite the extreme temperatures, Cloudhawk was unharmed. He didn’t even need to activate his defenses. His evolved physique and the armor kept him safe. Even immersed in flowing magma, not a hair was harmed.

The same was true for Legion, Belial, and Abaddon. Gods and demons enjoyed sturdier bodies, and their specially-made armor would not be warped by a little bit of heat. So without issue, they swam to the lake’s edge and pulled themselves free. There, they discovered that this was the lip of a caldera. The whirlpool had deposited them in the middle of an active volcano, where Gehenna’s entrance was hidden. No wonder, then, that the path out of this realm was hidden from the demons who lived here.

Looking out over the vista, they were greeted by a surprising scene. It was a broken and chaotic realm where the laws of physics were only occasionally applied.

A landmass too large to measure hovered in darkness. All around it was a ring of volcanoes, and beyond that, a storm of energy that stretched into eternity. From their vantage point, they could see the rolling lands of the landmass, where alien plants of purple and red grew.

Vines were most common. They were everywhere and came in an assortment of odd colors. Like dragons, they wound all across the landscape, forming massive jungles. The thickest were ten meters in diameter. Mostly translucent, one could clearly see a reddish-purple fluid pumping through each one. It reminded Cloudhawk of blood moving through arteries. From their surface extended branches that were laden with fruit and leaves of different colors.

Reaching out with his spatial awareness Cloudhawk surveyed the realm. He quickly discovered that the floating continent was much larger than he originally thought. It was about one-tenth the surface of his own planet. Nestled in the very center was a prosperous city.

Every building was pillar-shaped.

Countless vines gathered there, intertwining and reaching thousands of meters into the sky. Structures were built into their surfaces. At first glance, there appeared to be no rhyme or reason to their design, as though they were cancerous growths springing up naturally from the foliage. However, upon closer inspection, it became obvious that there was a grand pattern at play.

What was this city? Why was it here? As far as he knew, there weren’t enough demons to populate a place this large.

Abaddon noted Cloudhawk’s confusion and explained, “The previous King, in his wisdom, moved many species to this plane. Demons may be few, but the population of Gehenna is no less than your Earth’s.”

So that was the answer. Once again, memories floated up to the fore of Cloudhawk’s mind.

After assimilating the armor and accepting his role as the new Demon King, the memories of his predecessor were coming more frequently. They flashed into being with surprising clarity, revealing secrets of spatial power along with a few specific experiences the former King lived through.

Just as Cloudhawk had speculated, the Demon King had once been a god, one of their leaders in fact. He served as a commander of Sumeru’s forces, destroying countless civilizations at the whim of another.

But, he was an aberration. Rather than eradicate these beings, he always saved a portion of them. Just as he did with ancient humans and Ark Base. Many he secretly spirited away to this dimension where a new civilization grew after many thousands of years. Gehenna.

Why did he do it?

From his memories, Cloudhawk learned that he had been committed to another, but his actions were in defiance of this will as well as his own duties. But what confused him even more was the compassion he showed. The Demon King was a warrior of Sumeru, belonging to a race that valued loyalty and obedience, not feelings.

Cloudhawk thought about his own encounter with the God King. It had been a short exchange, but it was long enough for Cloudhawk to know that it was different from the others. The God King was enormously powerful, wise, and independent. It could feel, intensely even. Such emotion was not typical for the gods.

Maybe divine society wasn’t exactly how Cloudhawk thought. Maybe the God King and Demon King were more similar than they appeared.

He didn’t dwell on it for too long. Gathering his powers, Cloudhawk teleported himself and his companions across the vast jungle and into the central plains of Gehenna. From here, they got a good view of the stretching world of vines and towers before them.

Over a hundred different species called this place home.

Coming closer, Cloudhawk saw intelligent arthropod-like creatures, things that looked like dinosaurs, and tree people covered in branches and leaves. That wasn’t all; there were silicon-based creatures that looked like they were made of stone or metal. Some had no bodies at all and were loose connections of buzzing energy.

All intelligent, all different, all using various items suitable for their way of life. It appeared that every race retained some part of the ancient civilizations they hailed from. Yet, for all their discrepancies, life here seemed very harmonious.

Cloudhawk hadn’t even entered yet, but he could already tell this was an inclusive place. It reminded him of the ancient story he once read about Noah and his boat. This was the same, only spread across the stars.


124 / The Venerated


“Venerated?”

An eight-legged creature encased in a beetle-like carapace descended from a silken thread that was as thick as a vine. It regarded the newcomers with four surprised eyes.

“Two are. Two are not.”

Another soft-bodied citizen of Gehenna responded. This one was unique, roughly palm-sized and shaped like an octopus, but its “body” looked like the folds of a brain. It rode around in a cyborg meat suit. The body it controlled was human in appearance, only without a head or neck. Perched on the shoulders was an apparatus filled with fluid wherein the octopus creature resided.

It saw Cloudhawk and Abaddon in their demonic armor and assumed that they were “Venerated” as they were called here. Legion had taken the War God’s form for his own, and Belial wore the skin of an old man. This body was familiar to him, one he’d worn for over a thousand years. Only in periods of extreme duress did his real form peek through.

“This presence is unfamiliar.”

This time, it was a quantum creature, which surprised Cloudhawk. He didn’t think beings in the quantum realm had the same sort of intelligence that others did. It had a humanoid shape, but its “body” was a loose collection of blue lights. The strange glow radiating from it made the large being even more intimidating.

As Cloudhawk and the others moved through the city, they observed the many denizens. If he had to guess, the population of these different creatures likely started small and increased over centuries. Now, the city was quite crowded.

But there were so many. You’d think that so many different races would create a mess of a settlement. And yet, Gehenna was a multi-species home, a microcosm of the universe. In this legendary city, there were representatives of countless civilizations, yet their technology was not wholly unfamiliar or fantastical.

Gehenna was an enormous pocket dimension. The laws of nature were different, and that came with both advantages and drawbacks. The city had existed here for potentially tens of thousands of years, but hadn’t progressed very far. Indeed, all civilizations eventually reached a bottleneck.

“Please, stop!”

A mechanical voice reached them. Two electric blue figures descended from overhead to bar Cloudhawk’s path. They were made of some sort of alloy, and bouts of flame gushed from their feet to keep them afloat. Robots by the look of them, and quite complex ones at that.

Cloudhawk peered at them, using his spatial sense to probe their bodies.

Not robots, but living things. Only, there was not an ounce of flesh or blood in them. If Hellflower were here, she’d be fascinated. This was a completely different type of life form.

There were many differences between silicon and carbon-based life forms. Silicon-based creatures had higher storage and information-processing capacities. They could perform millions of calculations in the space of an instant. However, with bodies of stone or metal, their evolutionary potential was far more limited than squishier humans.

Silicon-based life changed very little over time. Stability was a staple of their construction. Carbon-based life reproduced and evolved dozens of times – hundreds of times faster, but when silicon-based creatures evolved to the point of forming societies, their technology was far more advanced.

In fact, most silicon-based life was born from carbon-based societies. It would be fair to call carbon-based life an incubator for silicon-based beings. Back in the heyday of human civilization, there were highly intelligent robots everywhere. They were capable of independent thought and replication – and at that point, what made them different from any other living thing?

Another example was Father, back on Ark Base. It wasn’t merely an advanced artificial intelligence. With control over the human habitat and all of its functions, it was hard to differentiate it from a god.

Cloudhawk paid the two guards no mind for the moment. He stretched out his senses even further in all directions. Every corner was revealed, and if he hadn’t seen it with his own “eyes”, he would have had trouble believing any of it was real.

The two metallic figures shared a brief exchange before extending their hands towards Cloudhawk and his companions. Ominous light shone in their palms. “You may be Venerated, but if you do not verify your identities, we cannot allow you further into the city.”

Cloudhawk brought his attention back to the robots. His eyes glimmered through his mask, and when he spoke, it made his voice harsh. “And if I must enter?”

There was no reaction to his unsaid threat. “In accordance with directives from our Venerated Elders, we are authorized to stop anyone who does not present identification. We would be forced to act.”

“Try it,” Cloudhawk countered, his voice challenging.

The light from their palms grew and shot out. While not weak, they were no threat to Cloudhawk. He stood without moving a muscle since their attacks wouldn’t even displace a hair.

A pale white light flickered in the air. The blasts of energy disappeared when they got close without even leaving a ripple. At that moment, the guards realized they did not have the strength to stop this Venerated and called their companions. In no time, more of them flooded into the area.

“You can’t stop me.” Cloudhawk’s words were full of confidence and menace.

The other denizens of Gehenna watched with some apprehension. They knew how powerful the Venerated were. Although there were only four of them, it would be foolish to underestimate the damage they could cause. However, there was supposed to be an accord, an agreement for cohabitation even the Venerated couldn’t violate.

Abaddon cut in. “You fools, do you not recognize your King? Even the elders prostrate before him, but you will stand in his way?”

The guardians didn’t fully understand, but after scanning Abaddon’s face, they located his information in their records. Abaddon was a Venerated who went missing several hundred years ago. It was unexpected that he should suddenly resurface here.

“Quickly now, tell the Venerated that we have arrived.”

They obliged. These beings were capable of sharing information in much the same way as gods, though not across tens of thousands of light years as the latter could. At least across the breadth of this city, they could quickly relay information, and it was through this neural network that they reported Cloudhawk’s arrival.

A few minutes later, the demons stirred.

Cloudhawk sensed several powerful essences springing up in a specific pocket of the city. They all started approaching their location. He looked towards their source.

With the support of his spatial power, Cloudhawk’s field of view was all-encompassing. Solid objects did not impede his vision. Thus, he extended his sight to the heart of the city, where a large tower lay. Hundreds of dark figures were pouring from it.

They all wore the familiar, frightening armor of demons. Powerful, oppressive auras hung over them. It was the first time Cloudhawk had seen so many of these beings together.

Clearly, the tower they left from was the headquarters of the city’s “Venerated.”

Some sort of agreement existed between the demons and the citizens of this metropolis. They called the demons “Venerated” and showed the utmost respect, putting them at the height of authority. In other words, if one took control of the demons, one would have dominion over every living thing in this dimension.
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Most demons averaged two and a half to three meters tall, with homogeneous armor in shades of black or purple. Their appearances differed but were largely within the same framework. All were wrapped in auras of destruction and death.

“The betrayer Abaddon has some gall returning here!” One of them with the bearing of a leader hissed the words at Abaddon accusingly. Its words cut deeper than a scalpel. “And with strangers as well. The elders are sure to see you destroyed for this.”

This demon was different from the others. He was clearly in charge. His armor was unique in that it was covered in sharp black barbs, forcing everyone to keep their distance. A five-meter-long halberd was its weapon, the blade wrapped in black flame that twisted the air around it.

Abaddon’s response came with his typical raspy laugh. “Your poor temper hasn’t changed in the last two hundred years, Fifth Seal. Take a moment and look closely and you will see that I didn’t bring just anyone. These are Elders Belial, Legion – and our King!”

Shock rippled among the demons.

The Tenth Seal was no great surprise. He was known for his fear of death, average strength, and clever methods. Surviving for so long under the eyes of the gods could be expected. However, the news of Legion’s survival was a bombshell revelation.

Gehenna’s denizens assumed the Demon King and the Elder of the Grand Seal both perished during the Great War. If either had survived, why not return to Gehenna at the first opportunity? For years, they had floundered, leaderless. Legion was the only one with the authority to command.

Indeed, Legion’s return was astonishing news, but it was Abaddon’s final claim that gave them pause. That one among them was their King, returned. Legends abound that with the fall of their former King, a successor would one day emerge. After a thousand years, however, faith in this prophecy had waned.

The King was dead. Their Grand Elder was lost. For generations, their species was left stagnant. Over the last several hundred years, not a single new demon had emerged. How could a new King reign when not a single addition to their race had come? No one could compare to the power and prestige of their fallen leader. And without his guidance, Gehenna would forever remain in limbo.

“Nonsense!” The Elder of the Fifth Seal flatly denied the claim.

“I speak the truth, elder. Surely you recall the presence of our King’s armor. He who joins with the Demon King’s Cuirass has shown his worth as our highest Master. You – as one of the Five – refuse this even as your King and Grand Elder stand before us?”

Calm came over the Fifth Elder after his initial shock. His temperament was famously volatile, but long millennia had honed his mind. He was not shaken by Abaddon’s reproach.

“Do you think I am so easy to deceive? He may don the armor, but it is easy to know he is not one of us! He is no demon, so how can he be crowned Demon King?” Anger poured off the elder. “Abaddon! You come seeking your own destruction!”

Roaring fires leaped from the halberd as a frightening presence filled the area. Murderous intent was directed at Abaddon.

“Do you really not recognize me, Haborym1?”

Haborym’s attention shifted from Abaddon to Legion. Although he wore the body of a god, he was by no means one of their hated enemies. The power and presence enveloping him, the sword in his hands, they all proved his identity.

“Grand… Grand Elder!”

“Abaddon speaks the truth. Gehenna’s King returns. A thousand years of darkness and dormancy have come to an end. The time has come for us to avenge our fallen.”

For a thousand years, Elder Legion had lived by the words of the prophecy. He appeared before his brethren now, and they did not know how they should react. Before the Great War, Legion’s strength and status were second only to the King himself. The only one of them who could hold a candle to their leader.

He was the King’s closest confidante. Any major action the latter concocted was given to Legion to improve upon and implement. He was the voice, hand, and eyes of their King.

Things were different now. The Great War was a thousand years past. In all that time, no one had heard from Legion, so his influence had waned. Power among the Seals had also grown more complicated. With Legion’s sudden return, the Demon Elder of the Fifth Seal was not sure what to do.

In the end, he came to a conclusion.

“Grand Elder has been gone for an age. We are commanded by the Second and Third Seals now. I am duty-bound to bring this human before them. I ask the Grand Elder not to interfere.”

Legion’s “voice” was low and threatening. “It seems I have been gone too long. You have forgotten the respect I once commanded.”

“Grand Elder, you…” A cold crept into Haborym’s chest. He swallowed it down. “You have lost your old form. Much of your original strength is gone. Our species respects strength. Grand Elder, in your state, you are not fit to lead. You will come with me to face the Second and Third Seals.”

Cloudhawk was impatient. He had no more interest in pointless talk. The Demon King created Gehenna. It had been his to rule. Now that the old King had died, all that was his was passed on to his successor. Gehenna was Cloudhawk’s domain now. He had come to claim what was his, not to waste time arguing.

He was home. He made the rules.

Demons respected strength, he said? Then he would show him strength!

Haborym felt a sudden and intense outpouring of power. It appeared from the ether all around him, locking him in a cage of pressure that seeped into the depths of his soul. It had been untold years since this strange, familiar feeling had filled him.

For an instant, he saw the Demon King standing before him.

Cloudhawk took a step forward and, in a flash, appeared before the Fifth Elder. Reaching out, he plucked Godslayer from thin air and hacked it towards Haborym. There was enough power behind it to cleave this pocket universe in half. Everyone who watched was frozen in fear and awe.

He was no demon. They sensed it from his aura. He was closer to a human, but how could a human wield such terrible strength?

Haborym was different from Belial. The artisan earned his position as the Tenth Seal because of his crafting abilities. Were only his fighting skills considered, he would not be counted among the elders. Haborym, however, was one of the strongest of his species. He was a master of all means of combat, and thus, lesser fiends like Belial could not compare.

“Spatial power!” The words rasped from Haborym’s throat.

Some among the demons were able to command spatial energy, but none could do so as freely as this human. None but the old Demon King. In the light of the sword coming his way, the elder felt a lethal and inexhaustible energy, one that even he dared not ignore.

Could it be that he also commanded other powers, this new King?

He held his ground, blocking Godslayer with his halberd. When the two weapons connected, Haborym felt himself enveloped in spatial power. He noted it for just a second, but when he looked around again at his surroundings, the city was gone. In its stead was a vast range of bubbling volcanoes filled with lakes of lava.

“This is the edge of Gehenna...”

For a thousand years, Haborym had called this place home. He knew every inch of it. The continent was not infinite and was marked by a ring of ever-rumbling volcanoes. It was far, far from the city. He would need to fly for half a day to get back.

How? Had the human sent him all the way out here with a mere thought?

The demon was a storied warrior, so with only a moment’s hesitation, he brandished his weapon and countered. Power flowed through the halberd, causing the flames upon it to roar higher. He swooped down upon Cloudhawk with astonishing power, causing several calderas below to break apart.

Cloudhawk swung Godslayer through the air in a circle as though casually painting a picture. It encircled the roaring dragon of black flame that came his way, and like a bottomless well, all of Haborym’s fury was swallowed up. However much it wriggled and writhed, it could not escape.

Shock once more filled Haborym’s senses. Cloudhawk, meanwhile, carved another circle.

A second opening was created into the pocket space. The elder’s torrent of black energy was released in a column of pain and anger towards the one who first unleashed it. Cloudhawk was using Haborym’s own attack against him.

He tried to dodge, but everything around him was unstable. Flows of spatial energy created turbulence, which would rip through even the elder’s sturdy form. Unless he got a better sense of the battlefield, he dared not move lest the turbulence maim him permanently.

He had no choice but to grit his teeth and bear it!

Haborym held his halberd before him to block the incoming strike. This was his own power, after all, so he was strong enough to withstand it. But at this moment, Cloudhawk flung his own attack at him from long range.

Godslayer’s light pierced right through the space barrier. It disappeared from in front of Cloudhawk and emerged right in front of the elder. There was no way to see it coming, for there was nothing to see. It ripped into him, leaving a nasty gaping wound. Haborym tried to fall back, but the angry flows of space were closing in, keeping him contained.

The demon felt an intense, indomitable power closing in on him. It wasn’t just pressure, but space compressing all around. Every atom was squeezed and on the verge of breaking apart. Haborym felt the danger to his life.

“I yield!”

Haborym had no choice. He had lost. This human had displayed incredible power and mastery. No further test was necessary.

Cloudhawk regarded his foe with cold, emotionless eyes. Since joining with the armor, his mental energies had soared. But the greatest gains had come in his mastery of spatial power. Before, he had wielded but a portion of what was possible. Now, with the same energy, he could perform feats ten times as magnificent. Cloudhawk’s mental power was not much greater than Haborym’s, but the Elder of the Fifth Seal was no match for him



1 This was chosen as Haborym is a Duke of Hell who is said to destroy things with fire. In Chinese, his name means “Dark Flame.”

126 / Changes in the World of Gehenna


Cloudhawk brought Haborym back to the city. Their clash had only lasted a few minutes.

All the demons who had been milling around rushed to action when space spat them out. They drew their weapons and gathered around, ready to attack. However, Haborym warned them off with a motion of his hand. He knew how strong Cloudhawk was. The Fifth Seal was impressed and subdued.

No one – besides the late Demon King – had such superb command over spatial power. Cloudhawk also showed strength in other domains, which he wielded as deftly as though they were part of him. And after all that, Haborym still sensed that this human was holding back. In a contest of life and death, he would be even more lethal. It was only a guess, but the elder wondered if even the Second and Third Seals could win in a contest against this man.

Haborym had said it himself. Demons respected strength!

This human had proved himself stronger than the Fifth Seal. He wore the former King’s armor, wielded power greater than his predecessor, and had the Grand Elder’s support. Cloudhawk had the right to stand before them, to walk among the demons.

“I will advise all the elders to call a meeting.” Haborym fixed Cloudhawk with a sidelong stare. “Whether you find acceptance among the Seals is up to you. Please, come with me.”

In the center of the Gehennan continent, in the heart of its lone city, a tower pierced the heavens.

It was several hundred meters in diameter and thousands of meters tall. Dozens of vines wrapped around it from base to crown, each one pulsing with light. The towering structure was like a dark living thing, the home of all the demons here in Gehenna. It was called the Tower of Babel.1

In the age of the previous Demon King, when demonic society was at its peak, their population numbered nearly sixty thousand. The Great War wiped out two-thirds of them, and since then, their species had been in a state of steady decline. No more than twenty thousand now remained. Many hundreds of years had passed since the last demon was born.

But discounting their species because of this would be foolish. Gods and demons had infinite life spans and vigorous innate power. Were all of Babel’s inhabitants to go to war, they could raze whole civilizations. Any singular creature was capable of flattening mountains, and their mightiest could boil whole seas. They were a race to be feared.

Cloudhawk was here to call upon this small army. With their support, he would finally have the strength he needed to battle the forces of Sumeru. Humans were bold, but against the might of the gods and their weapons, they were vulnerable. If the demons could be counted on to strengthen their front lines, it would go a long way towards protecting their future.

Cloudhawk entered the Tower of Babel. Like the Temples of the gods, this structure was made with odd technology that made its interior far larger than the outside would imply. Every floor was as large as a city. Here where the demons lived, all manner of wonders had been created.

As he made his way through, Cloudhawk witnessed demons carving images into hillsides. Many were done already, rising up hundreds of meters or more. Peering closer, he saw that all displayed incredible detail and were flawless works of art.

Other demons were bending the soil to their whim, etching beautiful pictures in the earth. Everything was their canvas. Anything was their paintbrush. Art was everywhere he looked, and not just art but music and poetry too. Gentle notes intermingled with muttered conversations about ancient prose. Mutual respect and admiration were given for all examples of self-expression.

While demons did not need to eat or drink, that didn’t stop several from also mastering the culinary arts as well.

Here in Gehenna, demons were called “Venerated” by the other races. It wasn’t just because they lived long lives and wielded great power, but also because it seemed that every demon was also an accomplished artist.2 They were also fonts of knowledge, having accumulated much experience after so many years. Every demon was a repository of legends and stories.

To the humans of Earth, demons were synonymous with death and destruction. If only they could see this spectacle. They wouldn’t be able to grasp it.

Grand Elder Legion had returned! A new Demon King had appeared! Cloudhawk didn’t have time to explore Babel and the world around it. News of his arrival had spread quickly, so scores of curious demons gathered round to see for themselves.

Generations had passed with no leader. Every demon had been waiting for this day, the day their king returned. Was it not for this moment that Gehenna had lain in wait? But there was also some trepidation among some. What did it mean that the King was back? How would their lives change?

Before long, Cloudhawk was presented before the elders. The Council of Seals was the highest authority among demons. During the height of their reign, there were hundreds of seats. Now, all that remained were forty-eight. Their leadership was composed of their top ten, which was reduced to six: Grand Elder Legion, Second Seal Crokel, Third Seal Korath, Fifth Seal Haborym, Ninth Seal Dumah, and Tenth Seal Belial.

The Grand Elder and Tenth Seal had re-emerged after a thousand years. Thus, for the last millennium, there were only four elders leading their kin in hiding. The decline of the demonic race was evident by the erosion of the ranks of their leaders.

Several dozen elders had convened in a meeting hall. Something about their presence alone inspired fear. Lesser men would quickly give in to the terror and lose their minds. After all, these creatures were living nightmares.

Among these elders, the weakest could match a Supreme blow for blow. Furthermore, their race was cunning and inexplicable. This made them considerably more dangerous.

“Grand Elder Legion has been missing for more than one thousand years, only to show himself before us now to reveal the rise of a new King. Is this meant to be some ruse? A joke you play on old colleagues?”

Within the palatial meeting hall, each of the demon elders stood upon a floating dais. The one speaking floated highest, the Elder of the Second Seal, Crokel. Unlike the rest of his kin, Crokel’s form was an ever-changing mass of fluid. A column of dark mercury with a pair of crimson eyes.3

To be named Second Seal, this creature was by no means a being to be trifled with. His power was equivalent to the greatest of Sumeru’s generals. Based on his words and tone, the elder was displeased with Legion’s actions. In the first moments of this meeting, there was clear disdain both for Cloudhawk and the Grand Elder.

This was inevitable and expected, and not just because Cloudhawk was human.

For a thousand years, the Demon King had been absent. Legion had vanished. As Second Seal, Crokel had been forced to rise to the occasion. But he was not strong enough to command obedience on his own. With the support of the Third Seal, they had managed to maintain solidarity among their kin.

In their system of ranking, Crokel had seniority above all others. That was, until the Grand Elder’s return with a new King in tow. Their sudden arrival affected him the most dramatically. For a creature used to the feel of power over the last thousand years, this change was bitter and acute. Dominion, once acquired, was hard to quit.

It was as true for demons as it was for men. However, things were different for gods.

The divine were loyal and selfless, sacrificing themselves for the collective without hesitation. In their society, the individual could at any time be given up for the good of all – something rare in lesser species where fear and selfishness were widespread.

Such was the strength of intelligent creatures, but also their weakness.

Legion’s response was delivered in even tones. “It was the former King’s final wish that I should find and guide his successor. Although the new King has come from human stock, in inheriting the power of his forebear, Cloudhawk has obtained the strength to lead our people. Our new King has more power and potential than he who came before. If you do not trust my words, ask the Fifth Seal.”

Haborym had no choice but to nod in agreement. There was no denying that this human wielded incredible strength.

Legion went on. “For a thousand years, Gehenna has hidden in the shadows, waiting for this exact moment. For the day their King returned. It is time now for our people to leave Gehenna and fight to regain the pride that was stolen from us.”

“Suppose what you are saying is true and this human is our King. What makes you think we will prevail against the gods where we failed before?”

This time, it was the Third Seal who spoke. Korath’s4 most defining feature was his one eye with a multitude of pupils. Each one was said to command terrible magic. “Two-thirds of our race is gone, compared to when we were at our peak. Meanwhile, the gods have had one thousand years to bolster their strength. A millennium ago, we were not strong enough to stop them. What makes you think we can stop them now?”

“Our Elder of the Third Seal speaks true.” The Ninth Elder, Dumah5, agreed. “There is no hunger to fight the gods among our kin. Further discussion is necessary if we are to consider sending our forces against Sumeru.”

Hearing this, Tenth Seal Belial nodded in agreement. In his eyes, it was foolish to court war with the gods. The earliest demons were gods coaxed away by the former Demon King. Their small group of defectors were strong but greatly inferior in regards to technology. When the indomitable Demon King went to war with the equally unyielding God King, it was the demons who lost all their greatest. Really, how were they ever supposed to recover from such a calamity?

Demons were a race of personal ideas and individuality. Belial was not alone in his determinations.

Humans had many stories of heroes who rose up to fight against impossible odds. There were multitudes willing to die for others, for glory, for riches, for rights – for all manner of ridiculous things. Mankind did not fear death in the same way demons did because to man, death was inevitable. A lifetime was limited, gone in the blink of an eye.

Demons, on the other hand, were not doomed in the same way.

They lived lives that stretched into infinity. With the potential to exist for tens of thousands of years, they had more to lose than humans did. Their crippling fear of death had been suppressed by the Demon King’s force of personality, but those times were gone.

After so long, many of the demons had adapted to a quiet life, a life of peace. Cloudhawk had seen it walking to this meeting. Gehenna was not large, but it was enough.

As for the lack of any new demons? So be it. At least they wouldn’t die.

Even Abaddon was stunned by how different his kin had become. The Gehenna he left centuries ago was not like this. Their ideas of slithering in the dark had taken hold in his absence and grown strong. The thirst for a new King to lead them was diminished. The desire to punish the gods and carve out a place in the cosmos was a distant dream. For these reasons, not all were eager to welcome the Demon King’s return.



1 In Chinese, it is called “the Tower of Ten Thousand Demons”. I chose Babel because it is a story about how all the world’s people escaped to a common place after the flood.
2 What an interesting detail. It makes me think of Gabriel, whose “demonic” alter ego was also very artistic. Also, Legion’s love for books and poetry is revealed to be a quality of his species and not just a personal quirk.
3 Crokel was chosen because in Christian demonology, he is a demon associated with water and illusion, who plagues men with sores and death. In Chinese, his name is Huan E, “illusory and unsettling.” Crokel fits the bill.
4 Taken from the Cthulhu mythos, Ngyu-Korath is a dream-like creature with a single eye. Here, his Chinese name means “The Nether Eye”.
5 Dumah is actually the name of an angel called the angel of death, but it is also a level of hell called the silent hell in Judaic tradition. Dumah’s Chinese name means “Silent Spring”.

127 / Elder Intrigue


“Gods and demons are natural foes. It is only a matter of time before the God King discovers our hideout.” Legion’s voice had grown cold. “How long before your doom comes knocking?”

It was a prediction that plucked at the deepest fears of the elders.

“It did not escape the God King’s attention that some demons managed to escape and survive. Its powers were more than enough to uncover Gehenna’s location, and yet I ask you – why do you think you were spared?” Legion’s question was met with silence.

“I’ll tell you, if you are so unwilling to hazard a guess,” Legion said with some disdain. “It is because you sorry dregs aren’t a threat to Sumeru. Not worth the God King’s attention. After the Great War, much of Sumeru’s strength had been spent to win their victory. The God King was in no hurry to throw away more souls to hunt down the toothless remnants of a rebellion.”

Even humans understood the principle of not pursuing a broken enemy. A thousand years ago, demons had been pushed to the brink. If the God King had chased them to Gehenna, they would have fought tooth-and-nail to their demise. Though victory would have been won, it would have come at a great cost.

Now, after a thousand years, the armies of Sumeru had regained their strength. Meanwhile, the demons had extremely low morale. They had died already in their hearts. Was the greatest victory not laying siege to one’s foe and defeating them without losing a single soldier? The God King spared Gehenna because the rock these demons hid under was not worth finding.

Why was it so confident in their impotence? Because they had no leader.

Without a Demon King to lead them, the rebels were nothing more than grains of sand in a storm. Without Source, they could make no technological progress and create no more demons to bolster their numbers. They were condemned to a slow, wasting extinction.

It also served the gods to have a small, shattered portion of their foes remaining. A boogeyman in the shadows with which to frighten their human chattel. From time to time, one might sneak through and give demon hunters a chance to pursue their ultimate prey. It inspired them to grow stronger and to remain loyal.

“At this very moment, Sumeru’s vanguard attacks Earth. The God King knows a successor to his ancient foe has been found. This time, it will not stop until nothing is left.” With every word, Legion’s presence swelled, filling the chamber. After a thousand years, the stifling presence of the Grand Elder was felt once again. “The question is not whether to fight. There is no choice. The question is whether our people will be erased from the universe.”

The elders all sat with still tongues.

Yes, demons lived forever, and in times of peace, it was natural to fear death and war. But it was also their long lives that crippled them with fear of the future. For men, the inevitable could be ignored – a problem for later generations. For demons, it was an inevitability they would have to face personally.

Time. Long or short, it didn’t matter. When a problem emerged, it had to be dealt with, for it would reach them eventually. Sumeru’s armies were on the warpath. The threat they posed was not some distant possibility but an immediate concern. The clock was ticking.

“The Grand Elder makes a good argument.” Haborym was likely the only one of the Ten Seals – besides Legion – to support war. “Instead of waiting for our demise, we should take the initiative!”

Dumah replied, “What initiative is there against a being that can see all of time?”

Crokel and Korath were silent. However, their thoughts were as clear as though they were spoken aloud. This dire situation had them caught between a rock and a hard place.

It was then that Cloudhawk decided to step forward. Crimson fires danced in his eyes, especially stark against the pale surface of his mask. They conveyed a terrible pressure, a crushing fear that any living thing would struggle to face. He looked upon the elders, who quickly averted their gazes.

“From the instant I donned this armor, from the moment I was chosen as his successor, I was fated to complete the mission your former King failed. For this mission, I have sacrificed. Here I stand, telling you that I will have no problem sacrificing what stands in my way.”

His cutting gaze fixed on the Second and Third Seals. His words were brazen, threatening. Many of the demons present bristled at his disrespect.

A glint of light appeared within Korath’s single eye. It spoke of his wish to rise up and shut this human’s mouth. It was not hard to imagine their reaction. These were beings who had lived since ancient times. Each was a collection of countless experiences and acquired wisdom.

And Cloudhawk? A mere human. A small thing whose life would be over after a few short decades. What right did he have to stand before them? Simply because he managed to put on some armor? There was no denying that it was a mark of dominance. Cloudhawk wore the mantle of a King and had the key to their realm, but he was human – not one of them.

How could demons debase themselves by submitting to human rule?

But as Korath was about to give voice to his thoughts, he felt a draft of mental energy from the Second Seal urging silence. It was Crokel who stood, and in an unexpected move, he bowed before Cloudhawk. His liquid-like body undulated as though seen through a dream.

“Respected successor of our King, your arrival is sudden as is the news you bear. We demons have spent the last thousand years adapting to a new life. Asking us to discard what we have built over this time is not as easy as levying a demand.”

Cloudhawk focused all of his attention upon the Elder of the Second Seal. “I came for the obedience and loyalty that I am owed – not excuses.”

“This...” There was a flicker of something behind the demon’s red eyes, as though it were quickly calculating. “Please, honored inheritor, give the elders and our council some time. We will spread the information among our people and come to a decision quickly.”

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes. “You better.”

“Haborym, Dumah. Why don’t you show our Tower to the King’s successor, see to whatever he needs?”

The two elders complied. Cloudhawk cast a glance at Legion, who assured him it was fine. So without any further conversation, Cloudhawk left with his companions and the two Seals.

“Elders, we-” The remaining forty or so members of the councils wanted to know what their leaders were thinking.

Crokel cut them off with an even voice. “Leave us, all of you. Spread this information to the others. Neglect no one.”

Without answers, the demon elders left to do as they were told.

Korath linked directly to Crokel’s mind. “Do you really intend to respect this human’s claims, Crokel? Do you really seek a war?”

“Of course not. Merely a delaying tactic while we concoct a plan for dealing with them. We determine our course of action, then make our move,” the Second Elder responded.

Surprise was felt through their connection. “Against the human and his allies? He might be human, but he wears the armor. Haborym is strong and yet was beaten. This successor also has Legion’s protection, I fear-”

Determination and cold resolve filled Korath’s mind as Crokel cut him off. “I observed the fight between Haborym and the successor. The human’s spatial powers are in no way inferior to our lost King’s. The Elder of the Fifth Seal was doomed to lose. However, the human’s mental prowess is not much greater than our colleagues. This means...”

“… that he is no match for us,” Korath finished the thought. “But it is not the human I fear. Legion cannot be trusted, and his ways are inscrutable.”

“Hngh hngh… during his peak, neither one of us was a match for the Grand Elder. However, he has weakened considerably since his defeat on Earth. Over the past thousand years, his influence among our people has dissipated. We should take this opportunity to rid ourselves of his meddling. All the more reason for us to act now.”

Korath was hesitant. He harbored great fear of the Grand Elder.

“Do not waver. Have you forgotten our plight? Even if the successor is stronger than our lost King, they would place a sovereign over our heads towards no good end. Would you submit to the will of a human?”

“Very well. What is our plan?”

“Leave the successor to me. Legion is your target.”

Their conversation was a psychic one, an exchange that was quick and quiet. No one was privy to their dark conspiracy.

For a thousand years, the Elders of the Second and Third Seals ruled over Gehenna. They were its rulers, and no one would wrest control from them. But they did not wish to risk a direct confrontation with the Demon King. Best to keep their intentions in the shadows until the perfect moment.

Humans, demons, any other intelligent species… desire and intrigue came hand-in-hand. When desire was impeded, the darkest impulses of treachery emerged.


128 / Still Waters Run Deep


From the top of the Tower of Babel, one could see every corner of the Gehennan continent. Expansive, majestic, the sky was like an ocean of flowing energy. Where those flows met, eddies formed and the light they released illuminated the land.

Cloudhawk stood at the summit of the tower, looking out over the landscape.

He’d arrived at Gehenna. He had taken hold of his title as Demon King – the road he had always been fated to travel. After discovering the rich, multiracial civilization that was built here and seeing the sprawling mountains, he felt a sense of calm.

Still waters ran deep, however. A calm heart hid turbulent currents below.

Dawn’s face kept appearing before him like a spirit that wouldn’t let him rest. After losing his closest friend, Cloudhawk didn’t cry. He didn’t curse or scream. There was no hysterical promise of vengeance.

He was just calm. There was no evidence of emotion at all on his features. He had the detached bearing of a ruthless King, Elements of this reminded him of years ago when he had to bury Artemis with his own hands. He was a very different man these days, but the experience was the same.

Almost thirty years old, but he felt much older. Ten years had passed since everything started.

In less than a decade, the world had changed completely. People always changed, but Cloudhawk felt like he was no longer even human.

Legion, Belial, and Abaddon stood a short distance behind their King. No one said anything. Silence hung thick in the air, and no one dared disturb the stillness.

Haborym and a few other elders were also present. The Fifth Seal knew nothing of Cloudhawk, but there was something about his image, peering off into the distance, that struck him. Their new King did not seem to talk much, but there was a power in silence. Over time, this power grew until it was time to act, and the whole universe changed.

Haborym understood why Legion had chosen this one. The potential was obvious. Striking. Perhaps he really could lead their species to a resurgence.

“I need Gehenna’s strength, but I know there is a group of the elders who will not obey me.” After ten minutes of silence, Cloudhawk finally spoke. “Legion, as Grand Elder, you should know the best step forward.”

“Do not worry, my King. I will handle it.”

“Go,” he replied.

With a small bow, Legion fell back to Haborym’s side. The Grand Elder did not look at him, but the Fifth Seal could feel Legion’s mental energies wash over him. He felt a shiver run along his spine. The Elder of the Grand Seal might have lost much of his power over the years, but Haborym still found it hard to resist Legion’s terrible presence.

“Elder Haborym, what is your choice?” It was the voice of the Demon King that invaded his mind.

Haborym went to one knee and placed his halberd upon the ground. In a voice full of respect, he replied, “The former King saved my life. My closest friend died at the hands of the gods. Whatever the other elders decide, so long as my King fights the gods, I will fight by his side.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “Then I need you to assemble the demonic forces immediately.”

His command caused Haborym to pause. Calling the army was no small matter and required an order from the elder council. This had been the way of things for a thousand years. But the other Seals had no interest in war. They would not agree to such a request.

“Your subordinate obeys.”

Haborym wanted to object, but his instinct told him it was not the time to refuse. He gathered Dumah and the other demons, leaving Cloudhawk alone.

Once out of earshot, Dumah finally spoke up. “Haborym, are you insane? This is a betrayal of the Second and Third Seals. He just arrived in Gehenna. There is no reason to think the demons will follow him.”

Haborym spared a glance for the Ninth Seal. “I understand our leaders better than you do.”

“And yet you still pledge yourself to the human?”

“If the Second and Third Seals do not recognize the new King, then they won’t let him establish a foothold in the Tower. They will act soon, and when they do, we will see what our next step is.”

“What if they fail? Or accept the new King?”

“Then we must pledge fealty. It would be our only choice.”

Dumah understood the mind of his superior. Haborym was going to stall, remaining neutral in this struggle between the new King and the other elders. Wait until the dust settles and adapt to the aftermath. That was how they would keep their heads above water.

Haborym, Dumah, and the others went on with their business.

Back in his chamber, Cloudhawk was alone with Legion and Belial. He spoke softly. “Let’s take a look around the tower.”

Belial was uncertain. He sensed a disquiet in Babel. The demons were unruly, and although Cloudhawk appeared here in the armor of the King, he would find it was not so easy to make them obey.

Cloudhawk and Legion knew this, of course, but they were outsiders. A foreign force would fall before entrenched troops. On the one hand, there were no loyal followers here to lean on. On the other, Legion’s prestige had vanished after a millennium in shadow. Could he be counted on to outwit the cunning elders?

His concerns notwithstanding, Belial chose to remain silent. He knew the Cloudhawk standing before him now was not the same one he met in Byzantium. He was a true Demon King now. Better to hold back than say everything that was on his mind.

Cloudhawk and the two demons began their trek through the Tower of Babel. The King wanted to see how his subjects had been living for the last thousand years.

The tower’s interior was huge. Demons weren’t the only ones that lived inside. There were also many of the other species found throughout the city. They acted as servants and attendants for the Venerated. But though their purpose here was servile, anyone welcomed into the tower was a champion among their own people.

Each level of the Tower of Babel differed. Every floor was its own city. Here, demons were rulers, the keepers of order, but they were few in number. Most of the work to keep life going was performed by the lesser races.

For instance, he saw another group of those quantum beings gathering something that looked like legumes. They put them into a counter that mashed them, then put the paste in another receptacle. After a few moments, what they retrieved from the apparatus looked more like meat than beans.

Cloudhawk was inspired by the process. Belial, too, was drawn in by what he saw and approached the creatures. “How are those beans becoming meat? What container is this? Let me see!”

One of the quantum beings answered, “Honored Venerated, we are not a psionic race. We cannot use relics with mental energy as you can. We do this through our abundant atomic capabilities.”

The universe was home to many species. Not all of them were awakened in the same way humans were. Mankind was a model race in this way and, as such, were bred by the gods to possess this power. What Cloudhawk’s people called mental power, the rest of the universe called psionic energy. This energy was able to directly alter reality, even create things out of nothing. Its nature and principles could not be explained in any scientific way.

“We, the people of Vulpecula1, do not possess psionic ability. However, by our nature, we can become more directly involved in atomic construction of physical matter. We can break things apart into their basic parts and reconstitute them as we please. In this way, we produce whatever materials might be required.”

Fascinating.

Like anything, the legumes were a specific atomic formula that made them what they were. Taking that formula apart, they could recombine it into the formula for meat. Through the ability of these beings, anything could be made into something else. Garbage – even feces – could be changed into food that was indistinguishable from something gathered in the traditional way.

These beings – these Vulpites – did not eat food. But they could create things, which they then sold to carbon-based lifeforms for the materials they needed to survive. Symbiotic relationships like this were common in Gehenna.

Each race and society had different needs. Even so, they learned from one another, and together, they built a thriving city that worked for everyone. The potential of this unified land, if given the right opportunities, was astounding.

[image: ]


While Cloudhawk was strolling through Babel, the Second and Third Seals had already put their plan into action.

In order to protect themselves and their plans, the elders did not share their intentions with the council. Only a handful of their closest confidantes were made aware. That was enough. After all, Legion was the greatest threat and was far weaker than before. As for the new King, they knew his powers came from his predecessor.

The Second and Third Seals were among the first to pledge themselves to the former King. They understood his abilities more than most. The Second Seal was confident he knew how to deal with Cloudhawk and his powers.

Once they heard that the human and Legion had separated, the elders determined it was time to act. Korath set out with six of his most elite compatriots, locking onto Legion’s location with the power of his singular eye.

“I have found the Grand Elder. Now’s the time. Follow the plan.”



1 Vulpecula is the name of a constellation, within which is a planet that Hubble has determined is a deep blue. These aliens call their planet “Blue Magic Star”. Apparently, this planet has an atmosphere of glass that rains sideways at 5,400 mph. Sounds like magic to me.
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There was no darkness in Gehenna, no cycle of day and night.

Cloudhawk had spent time wandering through the city, making rough approximations of its strength, population, and manufacturing capabilities. What he learned was that without the Tower of Babel, the city was roughly as successful as Ark Base.

Gehenna was also a font of strength. There were many among the psionic races who had been trained to considerable levels. Such fighters would be very useful. Gehenna had one monarch, and that was the Demon King. Without a doubt, Cloudhawk’s predecessor gathered these people here in preparation for a future war with the gods.

Against the encroaching armies, Cloudhawk didn’t have many cards to play. That was why taking control of this place was crucial.

His lengthy tour took him through Babel and the areas surrounding it. He decided to stop. The area he found himself in was a sort of uncultivated area, with wild hills and trees laden with fruit. They were like eboncrys, Cloudhawk noted, but also different. The fruits all glowed like hanging lanterns.

“Trouble! Spatial flows have been locked down here.”

Belial discovered the change by its absence. Flows of spatial powers had vanished – certainly not something that would happen by accident. Someone was doing it on purpose.

Abaddon summoned a cloud of sand around himself. “It appears someone couldn’t wait to make their move.”

A simple sword wrapped in threads of purple lightning crackled in Cloudhawk’s grip.

The field split as a half-moon-shaped streak of light swept across the area. It struck an invisible figure, which splattered into a rain of black fluid.

What followed was strange to behold. Every droplet wriggled through the air, expanding into a humanoid shape. Cloudhawk’s quick strike had found purchase, but his single target had exploded into thousands more. There was now an army facing him.

These were copies. Every one of them was its own form.

Crokel’s power was unique. A creature like him could face thousands all by himself. During the Great War, Crokel earned glory by single-handedly defeating a troop of gods one thousand soldiers strong. He left the battle unscathed, his foes decimated.

“It’s the Second Seal!” Belial’s face was downcast. Abaddon also struggled against the fear welling up inside of him.

Any other foe would be hardly a problem for them here – all except Crokel. To this day, no one had concocted a means to kill the demon. Of course, he would not have risen to the rank of Second Seal if he was not extremely powerful.

Several more demons emerged from the shadows nearby. These were Crokel’s men and they were here to keep space locked down or to offer extra help if needed. The latter was an unnecessary precaution, for Crokel was confident that he had strength enough to deal with these three fools.

Cloudhawk was strong, with spatial powers no less potent than the King he replaced. However, Crokel was intimately familiar with these skills and how to counter them. Under the blockade he’d built, there was no escape for the human, and he was robbed of his greatest strength. How then could he compete against a being like Crokel?

“Are you sure of this choice to betray me, Second Seal?”

“This is not betrayal. I am saving the demons from destruction.” All of the elder’s bodies spoke in unison. Their voices boomed like thunder in his mind with enough mental force to cripple a lesser man. “We demons are not tools. War is not our only course. You bring annihilation to our doorstep, so I am left with no choice but to see you destroyed.”

So Crokel had decided to act. It was a pity, Cloudhawk thought. As Second Seal, Crokel had the power of Sumeru’s strongest generals. If he’d only bend his knee, he could help Cloudhawk in battle against anyone but the God King itself.

But the choice to fight with him out in the open was irreversible. It meant there was no possibility of cooperation. Only one would survive.

Cloudhawk’s voice came low and dangerous. “I understand wanting to change my mind, but you were too impatient.”

Crokel’s liquid body rippled as he considered the human’s words. Impatient? What is he saying? Is the successor mocking my preparations? What have I missed?

Crokel had no choice but to act in haste. A new King had arisen and returned to Gehenna, a fact that all the elders now knew. But the rest of his kin did not – not yet. He also had to consider a number of Seals who were traditionalists and would choose to follow this new King.

In other words, the longer Cloudhawk remained in this city, the more his influence would grow. If left unchecked, he could cause a rift among the demons. That wasn’t something Crokel could tolerate.

“You are too young, successor. You are not a threat to me.”

The Second Seal had lived for thousands of years. He was not one for boastful words, so he quit their meaningless back and forth. Thousands of him began to rush in like a dark tidal wave.

Cloudhawk moved quickly to cut several dozen apart. His weapon – Godslayer – was the result of Ruin and the Arbiter’s Staff combined. This combination made it more than just lethal. It was also expressly capable of destroying things like relics. In theory, no substance was safe from his baleful power.

But for all its power, Godslayer was useless against Crokel. No matter how many attacks he levied against the elder, no matter how many times he broke a liquid body apart, they always re-formed into even more copies.

Abaddon summoned a wall of sand to protect himself. Belial flung plumes of black flame in all directions to try and dissuade Crokel’s copies from drawing near. However, their efforts were in vain, for Crokel easily burst through Abaddon’s wall and passed unscathed through Belial’s fires.

“We’re surrounded!”

Cloudhawk looked around. Everywhere he looked, Crokel’s rippling face looked back at him. Every passing second, the number of them grew, closing in from everywhere. Meanwhile, he tried different attacks to gauge their effectiveness – for instance, he tried evaporating the demon’s liquid body. But it was no use.

He summoned Castigation Fire in the hopes that its special qualities would defeat the beast. However, much to his surprise, the green flames did not catch. Was this damn thing unkillable?!

“Are those the fires of the late Nineteenth Seal? Unexpected that they should find their way into your hands.” Crokel’s voice was cold and derisive. “Castigation Fire will not help you. The only power that can harm me here is the blade Legion carries. Unfortunately, I suspect a terrible accident has already befallen our Grand Elder.”

How had Crokel become the Second Seal? In truth, his combat power was no greater than the Third or Fourth Seals’. Yet, if it came to conflict, Crokel would emerge victorious because direct strength was only part of combat. Survivability and regenerative skills also played a role. Crokel’s greatest leverage was his peerless creation and resurrection powers.

There were six thousand of him on the field now, each one a perfect replication of the original. The Second Seal was immune to most attacks, but even if his foes had a way, they had thousands of him to contend with.

The successor was at the end of his rope. Now was the time to swallow up his pitiful human life! Crokel prepared himself to finish what had to be done.


130 / A Mighty Confrontation


More and more copies of the demon emerged as the battlefield shrank. It was getting difficult to move as a sea of black liquid closed in. A wave of it rose up suddenly, blocking the sky above and casting its shadow over Cloudhawk.

It crashed into him, and the new Demon King was swallowed into a world of darkness. Everywhere he looked, there was nothingness, not even solid ground to stand upon.

This was a strange fiend. However you attacked him, it only made him stronger, for the original would re-form and copies would emerge from the bits that were cast off. Somewhere within the sea of darkness was also a sapping power that was draining Cloudhawk’s strength away.

“Your efforts are futile. Die and let this be over with!”

Cloudhawk had been swallowed into the belly of this monster. Crokel’s transformation and devouring powers meant that anything caught inside his body would be dissolved. The inevitable could be delayed but not avoided.

How long could Cloudhawk maintain his defenses?

Belial’s face was crestfallen. “Crokel’s fighting method is unique. His body is a weapon, highly toxic to any living thing. If even a drop touches your skin, it will be absorbed and attack your organs. Even gods and demons can’t protect themselves for long.”

Indeed, Crokel’s method of dealing with his enemies was different from all others. He did not possess the strength to level mountains or boil rivers, but his attack was a threat no less dire. Sinister, abominable poisons were his tool of choice. Every inch of Crokel’s body was a weapon whose toxic makeup seeped into a victim’s soul at one touch.

Death came in two steps. First, the poison took control of the victim’s will and mental powers, turning them into Crokel’s puppet. There was little hope of resisting by this point. Second, Crokel steals the victim’s mental power and uses it to make more copies of himself. Eventually, the victim becomes another piece of Crokel, and at that point, everything that they were has died.

No one – gods and demons included – dared underestimate Crokel’s terrible powers. When the Elder of the Second Seal appeared on the battlefield, disaster followed. All who were unfortunate enough to be devoured by Crokel inevitably became a part of him. In this way, he could eliminate whole armies.

Like the original, the Second Seal’s temporary army was immortal. Its ability to corrupt and transform all that it touched meant almost nothing was a threat. The best hope was to survive as long as possible and hope the elder ran out of mental energy.

Of course, this was not easy. What Crokel absorbed replenished any mental energy he used. Cloudhawk had his mobility stolen with the lock on spatial power, so dealing with a host of foes this large was much more trying.

Cloudhawk’s field of deflection kept him and his allies safe for a time. Any time a portion of Crokel drew near, it was repulsed, but in the process, it sapped some of Cloudhawk’s mental strength. Under this assault, his shield was steadily shrinking.

Crokel’s voice screamed through everyone’s mind. “Your end has come!”

“Yeah?” Cloudhawk put Godslayer away and replaced it with a sword of brilliant azure light. It pierced the sea of black crushing in around him and released a burst of power. Suddenly, a sizable portion of the black fluid ceased to be.

“The Blade of Oblivion!”

Crokel knew this relic well. Wasn’t it the weapon of the Grand Elder?

The Blade of Oblivion was among the five greatest demonic relics. Compared to the Demon King’s Cuirass – which greatly enhanced spatial ability and connected the bearer to multidimensional space – Legion’s weapon was not very inferior. How could such a treasure suddenly appear in Cloudhawk’s hands?

Did Legion know that the elders would try this? Did he warn Cloudhawk and help him to prepare? Crokel didn’t have the answer, but it was too late to second-guess. Cloudhawk struck again, and another portion of Crokel’s expansive body vanished into smoke.

“You are not as strong as the King that came before you – not even as strong as the Grand Elder in his prime. Even with the blade, your doom is inevitable!” Crokel did not retreat. On the contrary, he pressed in closer. “Your mental power is mine!”

What did it matter if he came with the Blade of Oblivion? Crokel did not fear the successor and his insignificant power. Did this human whelp think he could kill the Elder of the Second Seal? It was a hopeless dream, for if even a single drop remained, Crokel would resurrect.

Cloudhawk lashed out as fast as he was able. Each time, his shields grew weaker, hanging on by a thread.

But just as Crokel heaved a final attack towards Cloudhawk’s shield – just as he stood on the precipice of victory – a burst of power was released from the successor’s body. It tore through the fabric of reality, and as it waned, Cloudhawk and his companions had vanished. They reappeared a thousand meters away.

Impossible! How could he teleport when they sealed the area? Crokel had ordered his men to lock down Cloudhawk’s abilities specifically. Somehow, though, the successor was not contained and saved himself from Crokel’s attack.

Cloudhawk stood with Godslayer in one hand and the Blade of Oblivion in the other. Burning red eyes gleamed from behind his mask, and a hissing voice slithered through. “You think you can lock me down?”

Belial and Abaddon were just as stunned that Cloudhawk was able to escape these bindings. It meant that he had a deeper mastery of space than even the previous Demon King! It was because his talents were unique and singular. Crokel’s attempts to disrupt space-time here did not affect the flows themselves, only the relics that sought to manipulate them.

How could anything negate the fundamental fabric of space? If space was frozen, how could anything – physical or energetic – move inside of it? The only way to deal with Cloudhawk’s powers was to flood an area with disruption that targeted spatial relics. This interference weakened the resonance between relics and the flows they changed until no effect was possible.

It was a restriction that even the former Demon King could not overcome. However, the foe Crockel faced today was not the fallen king but his successor. Cloudhawk was capable of summoning the powers of space at will. Although the result was not as powerful as what he could accomplish through the armor, it was enough to help him escape the elder’s grasp.

Was this why Legion chose him? Crokel was shaken by the unexpected turn, but he did not fall apart. He was prepared to see this through to whatever end. After all, the demon suspected there was more to the human than what was on the surface. It seemed his intuition was correct. “Everyone, together!”

No matter! The successor was still within his grasp! Crokel’s order spurred the surrounding demons to action, and he didn’t stay still either. He knew what was at stake. Losing meant Gehenna would no longer be safe for him.
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Crokel’s followers launched into an attack. They unleashed a myriad of powers at Cloudhawk and his allies.

Belial deflected their assault with a defensive relic of his own. He and Abaddon then began to battle with the would-be assassins. They were frighteningly strong, so much so that the two demons were only just able to keep them at bay. Meanwhile, Crokel was only getting started. His earlier attempts were meant to feel out their powers.

More and more of the demon elder’s bodies were filling the space, with a higher concentration in one area. The liquid bodies of Crokel’s copies fused together, creating a monstrous form thirty meters tall. Yet even as they watched, the creature shrank from thirty meters tall down to five. Scores of angry red eyes covered it, burning and unblinking orbs that were unsettling to look upon.

Cloudhawk lashed out with two attacks in a cross-like offense.

Crokel extended a hand, and from the eyes within his palm was released a grayish energy. It stopped Cloudhawk’s attack in place and negated the power of both Godslayer and Oblivion.

“I haven’t used this trick in quite some time. Let’s see how you fare.”

All the eyes covering Crokel’s body opened wide. A pulse of intense mental energy poured forth in a formless psychic assault against Cloudhawk and his protectors.

“Hellpyre!”1

Cloudhawk and the others were illuminated by an angry, crimson light. Its heat could not be avoided or suppressed, for it was not real fire. The burning light came from nothingness, the power of the mind levied against them. Crokel’s power wouldn’t harm their physical bodies, but it did ignite their mental energies. So long as the demon elder’s will remained strong, his foes would boil from the inside.

“Hellpyre? Damn it!”

Belial was the demons’ most talented artisan and knew most of their tools. Hellpyre was once the exclusive power of the Fourth Seal, who died during the Great War. Somehow, its power was now in the hands of the Second Seal.

The leaping flames might make one assume it was a physical attack, but Hellpyre was a mental strike. It also wasn’t typical of its class, which often assailed the mind with illusions. The Cloud God had been a model example. With his enormous cache of mental power, he could immerse his enemies in worlds of dreams or nightmares.

Crokel’s Hellpyre directly injured a victim’s mental energy, causing it to ignite. The pain it caused was excruciating, and once the process started, it was fed by the mind of the target. As such, those infected with the flames had their hands tied. Using relics added fuel to the dark fires and increased the pain. The longer a fight lasted, the more intense this attack became.

Then, when their mental energies were exhausted, the target died.

However, defeating Hellpyre was not hard, in theory. Stop fighting or using relics and the effect would end – in three days to half a month. Slowly over that time, the mental infection would starve. But not entirely. Like a virus, the spark would forever remain within its victim. A hundred years could pass – a thousand – and any time mental power was used, the flames would reignite. The torturous experience would begin anew.

Hellpyre was an eternal curse. That’s how it earned its name. With this power, the relic’s former owner had risen to the rank of Fourth Seal. Moloch had been a figure to be feared.2

Crokel’s powers were rooted in the mental field, so having the power to wield this relic was not strange. Like any other psychic attack, it transcended space, so anyone caught in his trap had no way to escape.

Abaddon, as the weakest, was immediately consumed by the fire. As his mental energies burned, the demon’s strength quickly plummeted. The wall of sand collapsed as he was forced to cut his link with all relics. In the same instant, one of Crokel’s subordinates threw his spear, which drove straight through the Caliph of the Sands and pinned him to a wall.

Belial was in a similarly dire situation, but with the power of an elder, he was able to hold on a little longer. How long was the great question.

“So-called successor. With this insignificant power, that is all you are.” Two pitch-black swords extended from Crokel’s hands. They, too, were covered in eyes. “You had the nerve to come and lay claim to Gehenna. A foolish dream. Better to die now than to live with eternal disappointment.”

Two swords peppered with angry red eyes came racing towards Cloudhawk. In the process, they all bulged and gleamed with power. The air warped and squealed in protest from their passage.

Cloudhawk, awash in flame, deflected them. As he did, the flames grew more exuberant and swallowed him up entirely. As waves of pain roared through him, Cloudhawk could feel his mental power quickly draining.

Crokel’s fighting style was vicious.

Gehenna’s Second Seal and the newly-crowned Demon King crossed swords.

Each time they did, the elder’s swords were broken apart. Crokel formed new ones moments later. Cloudhawk could see no weakness to this beast, and even with Legion’s weapon, all he could do was chip away at him. All the while, his strength was being sapped by Hellpyre.

No wonder Crokel had become Second Seal. Powerful, cunning, and hard to escape.

After falling prey to Hellpyre, Cloudhawk’s combat abilities were beginning to fail. With every swing of his swords, the infection grew stronger and drank more from him.

“You like psychic attacks eh? Well, try this one!”

Flames sparked to life in the depths of Cloudhawk’s eyes. He reached out with his mind towards the Second Seal, the assault forcing the elder to pause. The stately and intense presence pushing its way into his consciousness was familiar. It was the will of the Demon King.

The former King was the one who gave rise to the Second Seal. This well-known presence struck him deeply – but only enough to distract him for an instant. Trying to defeat Crokel within his own sphere of mastery was a doomed endeavor.

The successor’s mental ability did not equal the elder’s. With his enemy infected by Hellpyre, not even the hated Oblivion posed a threat anymore. But he would not hold back, fearing Cloudhawk would try to flee.

This fledgling king was a threat to Crokel. No matter the cost, he had to be eliminated.

Crokel was unperturbed. Any attempt by Cloudhawk to use his mental powers only fed Hellpyre. Surely his foe was already pushed to his limit. The human’s death was assured.

But as the confidence filled him, Crokel witnessed something unexpected. The dark fires dancing across Cloudhawk’s body began to weaken and eventually extinguished. Without cause, Hellpyre withered into nothing.

“Impossible!”

Crokel couldn’t understand what happened. He could no longer sense Hellpyre inside the successor. How had he done it? What power saved him from the infection?

The Second Seal then noticed the field of energy surrounding Cloudhawk. It was even more enigmatic than the flows of space that usually encircled him. When he looked again, Crokel saw the glint of silver light in his foe’s left eye.

Time… it was the power of time.

Hellpyre wasn’t completely unavoidable. Through his Eye, Cloudhawk manipulated the flows of time until the fires died. Crokel’s deadly curse disappeared.

Nothing could combat the powers of time.

Cloudhawk quickly followed up by thrusting Oblivion into the elder’s gut. Crokel was caught off guard, certain that he had the situation tightly under his control. Before he could engage his defenses, the Blade of Oblivion released its terrible power into him. Every inch of his liquid body hardened as the power spread through. Cracks appeared, spreading all over as the power inside threatened to burst free.

“I didn’t know… I didn’t think you could wield the powers of time.”

Regret filled the Elder of the Second Seal. Knowing now the extent of his power, perhaps the successor really could fight the God King. But it was too late for regrets. His attempt to murder the Demon King had failed. He knew his life was forfeit.

All he could do was fight to the end – to rid his species of this frightening human!



1 “Eternal Disaster Fires” in Chinese. The implication is a torturous existence that never ends – hell fits that description. Pyre is self-evident.
2 Like the name of his relic, this demon is named “Disastrous Fire”. Moloch is a complex demonic figure but is associated with sacrifices via flame.
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The last attack seriously wounded Crokel. The Second Seal was a beast with no weaknesses, and even Oblivion destroying half his body wasn’t enough to end the demon, but it did rob him of a lot of his power. It was now difficult for him to maintain the advantage.

It was time to push the limit!

Crokel’s body began to swell once again, and from the cracks poured a raging energy. The air around him shuddered and warped from the strain. Everything in the area was drawn towards the elder by some invisible draw.

Signs of self-destruction.

In detonating his body, a torrent of energy would be released, destroying everything in a thousand meters all around. Even Cloudhawk would be caught in the blast. It was a desperate act of mutual destruction, one that would not kill Crokel but would cost him decades of time in recovery.

If the smallest portion of him survived this explosion, Crokel would recover. Nothing was more important at this moment than destroying Cloudhawk.

“You forced this! A death of your own design!”

It was the demon’s final thought as his gravitational pull reached critical mass. Gehenna’s sub-dimensional space vibrated erratically as though the inevitable blast could destroy this pocket reality.

Suddenly, a light shot down from overhead and enveloped Crokel. The demon elder shifted immediately from imminent detonation to frozen solid.

Obviously, this was not what Crokel was expecting, but it didn’t take long for him to understand what had gone wrong. A baleful roar was released. “Korath! Traitor!”

A dozen figures descended from above. Leading them was none other than Crokel’s close ally, the Elder of the Third Seal. According to their plan, Crokel was supposed to handle Cloudhawk while Korath killed Legion. Clearly, that had not happened, for Legion floated imperiously by Korath’s side.

The elder had brought with him many others from the council, as well as notable warriors of their kin.

“I beg your forgiveness, Second Seal.” Legion was the one who spoke. “Korath has always been a loyal friend to me. I knew that this day would come, so I prepared for it. Crokel, you underestimated me.”

Korath’s kaleidoscopic pupils were ever in motion. Crokel’s self-destruction was halted, and his body was frozen. The only motion was his form slowly shrinking away from the brink of detonation. He knew Korath’s power, just as well as he knew the Third Seal himself. The snake wouldn’t have gone after him head-on, or else he would have lost.

Instead, he waited for the moment when Crokel was weakest. Korath wasn’t strong enough to kill him, but he did have the power to keep him sealed. The Elder of the Second Seal was caught without hope for escape.

For all his cunning, Crokel could not know all. He could never have known that his oldest ally from a thousand years ago – the demon he’d shared power with all this time – would turn around and stab him in the back.

“Why did you do this? Must we fight another war against the gods?”

“I agree with everything the Second Seal feels,” Korath replied. “Everything except turning on the elders.”

Had turning on Legion crossed Korath’s mind? Of course it had. The Third Seal had ambitions of his own, including dominion over Gehenna. But he also knew Legion and his methods. If he chose to turn against the Grand Elder, it was the same as committing suicide.

It had surprised Korath as well that Legion had so many other elders in his pocket. Before this moment, all of them had worked individually with Legion and did not know of the others’ loyalties. If he had gone along with the Second Elder’s plan, then he would be down there as well, staring into the abyss of death.

Legion spoke to Cloudhawk. “If my King would return my sword?”

Cloudhawk threw Oblivion back to its owner. It had always belonged to the Grand Elder, and Cloudhawk was now too drained to make proper use of it. Legion would have to be responsible for what came next.

Crokel knew how bad things were and tried to change tactics. “Grand Elder, spare my life. If you let me live, I pledge everything that I am – will pay any cost – in service to you. My strength will be priceless in the war against the gods! You need me!”

Demons had infinite lifespans. They didn’t want to give up any minute of it. And Crokel was one of their strongest.

For the last thousand years, he had enjoyed the taste of power. It was intoxicating to have thousands of his kin bow and scrape before him. He didn’t want to die, especially not like this. Demon or human, it didn’t matter who held the blade to his throat – this was his final, desperate performance.

The Grand Elder fixed Crokel with a piercing stare. “Do you recognize your error?”

Crokel’s crimson eyes pivoted to Oblivion. Its fearful blue light was reflected in his stare.

“Gehenna has only one King. Demons have only one monarch. There is no one above our sovereign. Your error was asking me for mercy. For this, you are condemned to death.”

“No!”

The Blade of Oblivion pierced Crokel’s body. Everyone watched in thinly-veiled alarm as the powerful Elder of the Second Seal was devoured by the weapon’s power. Long moments of agony stretched on for what felt like ages, and then Crokel was erased from reality.

The elder was dead. Forever gone.

Korath opened his kaleidoscopic Eye wide and looked out across Gehenna. No trace of his colleague could be found. It was unquestionable. The former leader of Gehenna was no more.

After executing the elder, Legion helped himself to his relics. He took them to Cloudhawk. “There are holdouts we must eliminate, but from this moment on, Gehenna belongs to you, my King. No one dares challenge your command.”

Belial and Abaddon were taken away to heal. Cloudhawk brought Legion back with him to the Tower of Babel where several dozen demons were waiting. These were not Crokel’s allies, but they were other elders who had been plotting Legion’s ouster. They were among Gehenna’s highest leadership.

“They knew the King had returned, but rather than pledge allegiance, they worked in the shadows to your detriment. Their fate is yours to decide.”

His judgment was quick and curt. “Kill them.”

Legion conveyed the order without hesitation. Cries for mercy fell on deaf ears as the demons met their end.

The next time Gehenna’s elder council was summoned, its numbers had shrunk from forty-eight to thirty-six. Lesser in numbers and strength, but with the memory of their comrades’ fate fresh in their minds, no one rejected the King’s leadership.

Haborym led a small group who presented themselves before Cloudhawk. “I pledge my allegiance to the Demon King. I will fight in your name and for our home.”

“We pledge allegiance to the Demon King!”

“We fight for King and kin!”

The elders all knelt in supplication before the frail-looking figure. Small though he was in comparison, they all now knew their new King could have them all destroyed. The silent, overwhelming aura that poured from him filled the demons with fear.

They believed it now.

This was an even more ruthless and powerful King than the one who came before.


Epilogue — The Demon King of Gehenn


Gehenna, at the highest point of the Tower of Babel. A long vacant throne sat in stillness. Dark, beautiful, and imperious.

Clustered around the tower’s base were thousands of the city’s citizens. They milled around like a dark sea, separated by race. It was a spectacular sight.

More than ten thousand demons, wrapped in flows of power, stood at the fore. Like dark guardians of this realm, they were arrayed with weapons at the ready, hovering in midair.

It was the most important day in all of Gehenna’s history.

As more and more citizens clustered round, their eyes were all drawn to the top of the tower. They watched, excited to be here for this momentous event. Of course, they could not see what was happening at the tower’s peak, but they did know about this one called Cloudhawk who had come to seize power. A dark presence that introduced himself as King. From this moment forward, he would be the unchallenged ruler of this place.

From the demonic hordes to every citizen, they were all unconditionally loyal to their leader. The Demon King’s arrival ended a millennium of leaderless floundering. Much would change in Gehenna and beyond.

These changes would influence the destiny of this city and everyone in it. What happened here would ripple out into the cosmos. All of it instigated by a dark figure slowly ascending the tower.

His was a frail figure, compared to the others. Wrapped in battered armor and hidden behind a frightening mask, only a pair of burning red eyes framed by salt-and-pepper hair were visible. His presence was heavy, choking. All of Gehenna could feel it.

“The Demon King ascends!”

“Long live the Demon King!”

“Our supreme leader!”

Chants were taken up by hundreds of thousands of citizens and all the demon guardians. Their cries shook the city and rose towards the heavens, proclaiming their loyalty to the stars.

No one stood beside the king. Alone, he ascended the tower to its highest point. With slow and deliberate movements, he approached the throne and took his place upon it.

Yet there was nothing in the king’s bearing to suggest joy. No pride in bringing the demons to heel. Nor was there the domineering mien of a ruler. In fact, there was little about him that was kingly at all. Behind the mask that inspired fear and awe in others, no one could see the thirty-year-old man, forced into completing someone else’s mission.

The man destined to be the king of demons. He had at last completed his transformation only to continue the exhausting march towards whatever end fate had planned. He didn’t know what was to come, but he did know that it led him to Sumeru and the invincible God King.

It didn’t matter if he accepted it, if the desire came from somewhere inside or from someone else. At last, he was set upon the throne. The new Demon King had arisen.

Both gauntleted hands rested on Godslayer’s hilt, its tip pressed against the dark stone. As Cloudhawk rested upon his throne, ominous winds whipped through the continent. He heard the cries of his citizens outside, their voices carried on the winds like some bleak funeral dirge.

Visions of a brief life flashed through the Demon King’s mind.

Days of scavenging the wastes as a small human boy. Stumbling into a sweepers’ nest. The first time he laid eyes upon the Phase Stone. From that moment, he was destined to wear the crown.

He would never forget the Tartarus mercenaries who took him in at Blackflag Outpost. Memories of Artemis dying in his arms in Greenland would never fade. Adder, the Crimson One, Arcturus… Dawn. Their voices and strength of will would remain with him forever, forming a chorus always in the background. Although they were gone, fragments of them remained.

Fragments that together built the king who sat here today.

Grand Elder Legion approached slowly. “Everyone is prepared.”

The Demon King nodded. “Then begin.”

Outside, things were changing within the crowd. A segment of the population all knelt towards the tower. This was a race of rich psychic power. “The people of the Protos will fight with the Demon King against Sumeru. We will take back our home!”

“The survivors of Velpecula will follow our King into battle. We will take back our home!” A large group of hazy humanoid figures prostrated themselves before the tower.

“Tylons pledge their service to the King! We will take back our home!” A third group of metallic figures moved in unison like a host of robots.

“We Zarayzi will fight the gods on behalf of the Demon King. We will take back our home!” Chittered promises came from a group of intelligent insectoid creatures.

These four groups were the most populous of Gehenna’s races. They and every other species here were refugees from the tyranny of the gods, displaced by their insatiable hunger. For a thousand years, they lived in darkness, and never during that time did they entertain the idea of exacting vengeance on their attackers. But the tragedies their people suffered were forever burned into their spirits. They would never forget what was taken from them.

With the arrival of a new King, all the groundwork laid by Legion and the other elders came to fruition. They incited this angry passion, awakening their thirst for vengeance. All were willing to give their lives in a struggle to win back their homes. To die for their King.

“All demons of Gehenna serve at the pleasure of our King.”

Haborym, representing the thousands of demonic soldiers, loudly swore his service. With his cry, all the demons descended to prostrate themselves. Thousands of vicious and unruly demons offered themselves up to their new ruler.

Legion surveyed the scene. After a thousand years of careful ministrations, he could finally breathe easier. His mission was complete. What followed was in the hands of the new King. He must guide them the rest of the way.

Where, at the path’s end, the Demon King would face his arch-nemesis.

“The Great War has sparked again.” The Demon King’s voice thundered across the city. It drowned out every other sound in this pocket dimension. “This time, there is no longer a Gehenna to fall back to. Either we win and rebuild, or fail and are destroyed.”

“Victory! Victory!”

The city seethed. In this crucial instant, everyone burned with fighting spirit. They had to win – they had to survive.

A thousand years. Of waiting, preparing, licking their wounds.

The time for vengeance had come.
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