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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Goldspire Outpost, The realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    Ayzeth Kaito was one of the most vicious killers in all of Eon.  With a kill count in the hundreds, perhaps even thousands, he was an adept that was feared throughout the realm’s lower regions... 
 
    And with good reason. 
 
    The devil adept was meticulous in his execution, a true master in the art of death.  Those marked by him were oft referred to as the walking dead, an inevitable name on his long list of bounties.  And with the man’s pure devil aura, he was considered a threat to even those above his rank. 
 
    Those who laid eyes on Ayzeth often mistook him for a creature of the underworld, with his skin red like blood and his head adorned with a pair of curved horns.  That was largely due to his devil aura… a spirit aura so pure, so absolute that it had changed his physical appearance.  Some may have considered it a deformation, but Ayzeth reveled in it, preferring to think of himself as an emissary of the dark gods as he descended on his prey.   
 
    Today, the devil adept had a particularly lucrative target... an information broker from the cloud serpent guild that had made the mistake of whispering secrets into one too many ears.  It was a foolish act and one that had the potential to cause problems for his masters.  But no matter... Ayzeth would ensure that the last noise escaping the man’s lips were pleas for his life. 
 
    Dressed in a tunic blacker than ink, the devil adept crept along the far wall of Goldspire outpost, using the shadows to conceal his movements as he approached the building’s front door.  This merchant outpost, a trading hub typically bustling with activity, had mostly quieted due to the approaching veil.  Now only two types of people remained behind the building’s walls... those looking to share secrets best unspoken and those seeking to act on their carnal desires. 
 
    Filth more than deserving of his wrath. 
 
    Casting a hood over his head, Ayzeth pressed his way through the wooden doors and entered the outpost.  A few curious gazes wandered his way, though not a word was said as the man made his way through the lobby and up the room’s far set of stairs.  They weren’t a particular cunning group of patrons, but they knew that nothing good could come from the arrival of a man preceding the veil. 
 
    Moving silently, Ayzeth crept up the old, wooden staircase before turning down a hallway that grew darker with each passing second.  He was careful to mask his spirit aura as he progressed, certain that his prey would flee if he knew what fate awaited him.   
 
    Ayzeth paused as he reached his destination, a door with the number thirteen etched into the charcoal-colored wood.  The chamber behind was sealed with a number of protective runes... a rune to protect against scrying, one to ward off apparitions and spiritual visitors, and even one to guard against forcible entry.  Pity, they’d need a lot more than that to keep him out. 
 
    Channeling devil aura into his fist, Ayzeth threw a single, thunderous punch into the door.  The portal shattered like a pane of glass, sending splinters of wood spraying across the violet rug.  The rest of the barrier didn’t fare any better, simply vanishing as it was completely obliterated by the destructive power of Ayzeth’s devil aura. 
 
    Protective runes flickered out of existence as the devil adept entered the chamber, leaving nothing but the soft glow of an oil lamp and a palpable sense of fear that seemed to grow thicker with each passing breath. 
 
    “Wait, you’re-“ 
 
    Those were the only words the first man blurted out before a thin blast of crimson spirit energy tore through his chest, leaving a smoldering hole where his heart once beat.  A second later his body fell to the floor in a crumpled heap. 
 
    That left just Ayzeth and his true target alone in the chamber.  Standing at the far end of the room was an adept in cloudy blue robes, his body surrounded by a silvery spirit aura.  The man was tall and lanky, his face weathered with age and his long, blue hair pulled back into a loose tail...  Raizen, Snake of the Cloud Serpents Guild. 
 
    “So, the Thousand-Legged Spiders have finally come for me,” Raizen said as he adjusted his stance, eyes locked on the hooded intruder.  “Very well...” 
 
    The air in the room began to swirl as the adept drew in energy, ready to fight for his life to the bitter end.  Ayzeth was wholly unfazed. 
 
    “You are a target,” the devil adept said, his voice cold and unapologetic.  “A name amongst many that will soon meet their end.  Don’t flatter yourself with any grander ideas than that.” 
 
    Raizen let out a growl as his eyes took on a reptilian look to them, the guild sigil of the cloud serpents.  His spirit energy coiled around his body like viper preparing to lunge at his prey... 
 
    Then he charged! 
 
    Ayzeth widened his stance as his target approached, drawing devil aura into his fists as he prepared a counter.  His jet-black eyes locked onto Raizen as the adept soared across the room, silvery wind aura swirling around the cloud serpent’s fist as he attempted to execute a dragon fang strike. 
 
    Suddenly, Ayzeth dropped to a knee and launched a fist of his own into the air, ducking Raizen’s technique then intercepting him with an empowered strike directly to his midsection.  The cloud serpent’s eyes bulged as the blow forced the air out his lungs, reversing the man’s momentum and sending his body crashing into the ceiling above. 
 
    “Bastard!” Raizen growled as he fell back to the floor in a crouch.  Ayzeth could hear the sudden desperation in his voice, could see the fear building in his serpentine eyes.  It was enough to all but ignite his hunter instincts. 
 
    The fact was most adepts never had the privilege of trading blows with a devil adept.  Those born with such a destructive aura were either consumed by madness or destroyed by their own attempts to control such deadly power.  However, those like Ayzeth who managed to overcome such obstacles displayed a profound power far beyond their rank.  And with Ayzeth having reached the rank of spirikai, this fool had more than enough to fear.  He was a hunter, an adept chosen by his guild for a singular purpose… to track his targets and bring them death. 
 
    “Your words carry no power,” Ayzeth said as he took a step towards Raizen, his tall boots all but silent against the violet rug.  “Accept your fate.” 
 
    “I accept nothing,” Raizen rebuked.  “I refuse to lie down and die like so many others.”  Suddenly the man slammed his palms together as a strange haze began to flood the room.  “Cloud serpent technique: Cloud Viper Nest!” 
 
    Ayzeth paused his approach as the cloudy haze encircled him, leaving him all but blind in the spacious room.  Serpentine eyes flickered in and out of his vision, appearing in the haze then fading from view as his opponent moved into position. It was an illusionary technique perfectly suited for a closed space such as this.  However, against an opponent such as Ayzeth, it was destined to fall short... 
 
    The devil adept shifted, spinning on his heel as he felt a swell of spirit energy at his back.  In a single motion, Ayzeth thrust his hand through the smoke and haze, latching onto something just out of his sight.  Suddenly, a horrid gurgling sound filled his ears as the haze quickly faded, revealing Raizen once more.  However, this time the man was rendered immobile, his neck held firmly in the devil adept’s grasp. 
 
    “Don’t struggle,” Ayzeth said as he brought his free hand up to Raizen’s chest.  “It’s over now.” 
 
    Crimson energy flooded the adept’s palm as he pressed it into his opponent, creating an orb of pure aura that began to burn away the man’s tunic. 
 
    “Obliterate,” Ayzeth uttered, pressing the orb into Raizen’s chest, tearing away his spiritual defenses and destroying his flesh.  Seconds later he released the man, allowing his lifeless body to fall to the floor as he breathed in his soul essence.  It was almost a disappointment, what little challenge the cloud serpent offered.  Perhaps he’d have to start taking aim at the saints themselves if he wanted to feel challenged. 
 
    With a sigh, Ayzeth turned to leave the room.  If he was quick, he’d likely be able to claim another name off his list before daybreak.  Instead, he was cut off by a technique forming in the shattered doorway.   
 
    Shadows spun from the violet rug, rising to take a humanoid form.  Though it wasn’t an exact copy, Ayzeth could easily identify the shadowy apparition’s source.  Towering over him in robes that flowed like the night sky, he was certain that this was a messenger sent to him by his guild master, Lord Jeryn Blackstar. 
 
    “Lord Blackstar,” the devil adept said, quickly dropping to a knee and bowing.  His master was under the command of a number of different shadowy creatures, many with very unique powers.  Some were used as simple messengers, while others could act as full hosts to Blackstar’s spirit, allowing him to temporarily inhabit the creature and simulate full conversations.  Ayzeth wasn’t sure which type of shadow this one was, but he assumed it best not to take a chance. 
 
    “I see you’re efficient as ever,” the shadow copy of Blackstar said as it’s inky black eyes surveyed the carnage. 
 
    Ayzeth sighed as he rose back to his feet.  “Did you expect anything less?” 
 
    “Certainly not from one of my spirikai,” the Blackstar shadow replied.  “And that’s why I have a new assignment for you... a slight diversion from your kill list.” 
 
    “Very well,” Ayzeth replied as he crossed his arms over his chest.  His list contained a number of high-profile targets of the Thousand-Legged Spiders… adepts that could one day pose a problem to his guild.  If Blackstar had a new assignment for him, then it was likely of the utmost importance.  “What would you have me do?” 
 
    The shadowy form grinned.  “Why, what you do best, of course.  I need you to kill someone.” 
 
    Ayzeth nodded.  Of course, that’s what he needed.  His guildmaster would be a fool to send anyone else.  “The name?” 
 
    The shadow’s expression changed as it let out a low growl.  “Remley Bonaduce.” 
 
    Ayzeth furrowed his brow.  That name... Bonaduce, the founding family of the steel brotherhood guild.  Ayzeth himself had played a part in helping end that bloodline many moons ago.  Had... had one of them survived?  
 
    “How?” The devil adept asked, suddenly intrigued. 
 
    The shadowy avatar of Blackstar began to shift as if a sudden swell of anger threatened to tear the shadow apart.  “It appears Zion Sho had more than a few secrets.  Rather than kill the man, he was offering him refuge in Atherune.  The headmaster sought to exploit him for his own personal gain.  Now Zion is dead and the Bonaduce heir is on his way to Shadowreach...  I need you to find him, kill him and kill everyone in his company.” 
 
    Ayzeth had to suppress a grin.  “And what of your... prodigy?  Why not send Varyon?” 
 
    The shadow’s eyes narrowed.  “Varyon is currently... indisposed, as is Wrath.”  Suddenly the shadowy form moved within inches of Ayzeth’s face.  “Don’t presume that because I am not present that you can question me, hunter.  I will wrench the soul from your body.” 
 
    Ayzeth shuddered as he felt a sudden surge of power emanate from the avatar.  It was best that he trod carefully with his guild master in such an unstable state.  “Very well, my lord.  I will make my way to Shadowreach and-“ 
 
    “You’re not going alone,” the avatar interrupted.  “I’m calling upon your brothers.  I don’t want any doubt that Bonaduce will meet his end.” 
 
    “Very well,” Ayzeth replied as his devil aura began to flare.  It’d been some time since he and his brothers had worked side by side.  In fact, the last time they were together they’d left a massacre in their wake…. A slaughtering that would be remembered for ages.  But so be it.  If Blackstar willed it, then he and his brothers would cover the streets of Shadowreach in blood... 
 
    It was time to reunite the fateful three.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Sky Wolves Guild 
 
    Name: Leila 
 
    Wind Adept 
 
    Rank: 4th 
 
    Specialization: Spiritlancer 
 
    Divine Power: Dark Passenger 
 
      
 
    Name: Remley 
 
    Flame Adept 
 
    Rank: 3rd 
 
    Specialization: Soulblade 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
      
 
    Name: Quinn 
 
    Earth Adept 
 
    Rank: 3rd 
 
    Specialization: Dread Hunter 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
      
 
    Name: Roy 
 
    Void Adept 
 
    Rank: 2nd 
 
    Specialization: Dark Vanguard 
 
    Divine Power: Deep Freeze 
 
      
 
    Name: Kimoura 
 
    Light Adept 
 
    Rank: 2nd 
 
    Specialization: Battlemonk 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Speed and Ingenuity 
 
      
 
    Aboard the deck of the Blazing Fang, The skies of Eon 
 
      
 
    Roy Skyworth stood on the deck of the crimson airship, impatiently shifting from foot to foot.  The adept had spent much of the morning in meditation, channeling his spirit aura, harnessing it’s power and strengthening his control over the violet spirit energy that swirled inside his core. 
 
    Despite its obvious benefits, prolonged periods of meditation seemed to make Roy a bit... restless, especially with him being confined to the deck of the Blazing Fang most of the day.  But no matter...  it was nearly time for Roy’s sparring session with Remley, the perfect chance to put both body and spirit to good use. 
 
    Ever since Roy and the Sky Wolves had fled Atherune city, they’d developed somewhat of a routine aboard their airship.  Their nights were spent masking their spirit auras and seeking shelter from the darkbeasts, especially since the damn things sought them out like moths to a flame.  Their days, however, were put to good use with activities that included a loose regiment of meditation followed by sparring and the eventual search for food. 
 
    During lulls, Roy spent time at Kimoura’s side, peering over the edge of the deck and taking in the sights of Eon, a realm that was proving to be just as strange and beautiful as she was.  His relationship with the woman had continued to blossom over the past few weeks, and he was finding himself more entranced with her with each passing day.  There was just something about her aura that seemed to calm Roy, that made him feel like more than what he was... and it was something that he fully intended to explore further. 
 
    After several more moments pacing, Roy finally spotted Remley emerge from below deck, a typical grin painted across the man’s face. Rather than sport his infamous red coat and tunic, Rem merely wore a pair of simple, black trousers, leaving both his feet and chest bare.  His flame aura swirled around him as he walked across the deck, a flickering flame that Roy knew he could turn ablaze in an instant. 
 
    “You look a little amped up, Royboy,” Remley said as he casually made his approach.  “Ya know, meditation is typically used to calm the spirit.” 
 
    Roy chuckled.  “Guess I’m doing it wrong then.  It’s just, every time I finish meditating I feel like there’s a damn storm brewing inside my chest.” 
 
    “Ah, that only means your approaching Spiriteka,” Rem replied with a grin.  And that is when the real fun begins!” 
 
    It was true that Roy was fast approaching his next rank, an apparent milestone in his growth as an adept.  Still, the road hadn’t been easy.  During his last few weeks aboard the Fang, Roy had gone toe to toe with his fair share of darkbeasts, including a sky leviathan that had nearly torn their ship out of the sky.  The void adept had prevailed, and in the process earned himself an incredible amount of soul essence...  essence that he’d refined through his prolonged sessions of meditation.  Now Roy could feel it in his gut.  He was getting close to something greater, to reaching a power level that would put him on par with the others in his guild.  He merely needed the will to reach out and grasp it. 
 
    “Soon, I hope,” Roy said as his void aura swirled restlessly inside his body 
 
    “Soon indeed,” Rem quipped.  “But first, you need to train.  Now come.”  Remley widened his stance and raised a fist into the air, the other hand beckoning Roy forward. 
 
    Roy nodded then quickly removed his sapphire-colored tunic, tossing the garment to the ship’s deck.  By comparison, Roy was built fairly larger than his slender opponent, his body forged by years of training and marred with scars from past struggles.  Unfortunately, size mattered little where an adept’s power was concerned... a lesson that previous sparring sessions had taught him all too well. 
 
    Dropping into a fighting stance, Roy squared off against the nimble flame adept, quietly drawing spirit energy into his fists.  Slowly, he inched his way forward, gauging his opponent like a viper preparing to lunge at its prey.   
 
    The air fell silent as Roy’s spirit energy thrummed with the anticipation of battle.  Then, after locking eyes with Remley and drawing in a final, calming breath... he lashed out! 
 
    Roy lunged forward, drawing aura into his legs to propel him across the deck as he took aim at Remley’s chin.  He knew that he couldn’t match the flame adept’s speed, but a preemptive strike might be just the advantage he needed.  
 
    Unfortunately, Remley had other ideas. 
 
    Roy’s fist came within in an inch of Rem’s chin, though ultimately his strike went wide as the flame adept deftly side-stepped the empowered blow.  Roy tried to make an adjustment but Remley was already ahead of him there too, stepping in to deliver a vicious counter-punch to his diaphragm. 
 
    Roy’s momentum ceased and his knees buckled as the blow forced the air out of his lungs, momentarily sapping his energy. 
 
    “Still going with the direct approach, eh?” Remley mocked as he folded his hands behind his back.  “I thought we decided that wasn’t going to work.” 
 
    Roy let out a grunt of frustration.  In their previous bouts, he’d attempted the same frontal assault, and each time he’d been shut down by a swift counter.  By now, most fighters would’ve sought a different method of attack, but Roy was far too stubborn for that.  No matter how many beatings he absorbed he was going to beat Rem, and he was going to do it on his own terms. 
 
    Rather than mouth a response, Roy slammed his right fist into the deck, channeling divine energy into his strike.  Suddenly, a wave of icy-blue spirit energy rippled across the floorboards, encircling the area where Remley stood as ice began to rise from the floor’s surface. 
 
    The flame adept went wide-eyed as Roy’s icy power licked at his heels, threatening to freeze him where he stood.  However, a quick backflip elevated Remley onto the deck’s railing and away from Roy’s icy grasp. 
 
    “Cheap trick, Royboy,” Remley said as he crouched on the railing’s edge, his long, black hair blowing freely in the wind.  “But you’re going to have to do better than that.” 
 
    Again, Roy pursued, leaping onto the railing before attacking Remley with a barrage of punches.  His fists glowed with spirit energy as they soared at Rem’s chin, barely missing their target as the flame adept dodged each and every blow.  This dance continued for several seconds as each step they took brought them closer to the railing’s edge, a battle on the very edge of oblivion. 
 
    Growing brash in his technique, Roy lunged in and threw a side-kick at Remley’s midsection, an attack that had the potential to send the flame adept careening off the side of the airship.  Rather than parry, Remley performed another flip, leaping over the strike and landing back on the deck... 
 
    Just where Roy wanted him. 
 
    Remley let out a yelp as his feet landed back on the deck.  A single breath later he was on his back, his body slowly sliding across a paper-thin sheet of ice. 
 
    It was Roy’s turn to grin as he took aim at the flame adept who now struggled to climb back to his feet.  He’d played out this scenario nearly a dozen times... attacking Remley, chasing him down, and forcing the man into just the right position.  And each time Remley had provided the perfect counter.  But what the flame adept didn’t know was that much of Roy’s meditation had been focused on aura manipulation, or more specifically, developing greater control of the icy blue divine energy that coursed through his right hand.  But no matter... he’d surely know after this. 
 
    Roy pulled void energy into his fist as he leapt back onto the deck, sliding across the ice as he took aim at Remley with a potentially devastating blow. 
 
    As Remley stumbled back to his feet Roy slammed his fist into the man’s face, attacking him with the pent-up rage of a thousand missed strikes.  He actually felt a tinge of guilt as he delivered the punch, fearful that he might actually hurt his nimble mentor.  It was only sparring after all, but Rem had insisted that he go all out... 
 
    Seconds later, Roy knew why. 
 
    Remley’s head snapped to the side as Roy connected with his cheek, landing a punch thrown hard enough to send any normal man into the realm of the unconscious.  But Rem was no normal man...  he was a spiriteka, an adept of flame. 
 
    A wave of debilitating pain shot through Roy’s hand as he completed his technique, causing his concentration to break and his spirit to falter.  Even worse, his nimble opponent seemed to absorb the blow in stride.  Rather than fall to the deck, Remley launched a hand forward, snatching Roy’s outstretched wrist and steadying himself in the process.  He then used his free hand to launch a thunderous uppercut directly at Roy’s chin. 
 
    The void adept went crashing to the floor as the last bit of fight he had left him.  As he sprawled out on the deck, he felt a throbbing pain resonate in his knuckles, a feeling that was quickly overshadowed by the ache in his jaw.  Roy was certain that he had Remley this time, that at the very least he was going to inflict a little pain.  And yet, the first strike he managed to land on the man almost felt like punching steel...  Just what the hell had he done? 
 
    “Great effort, Roboy!” Remley said as he leaned down to meet the void adept eye to eye, his footing now steady on the receding sheet of ice.  “You finally landed a strike!” 
 
    Roy suddenly felt the urge to land a second strike on his mentor.  Instead, having soundly been defeated, he let out an exasperated chuckle and let his head rest on the icy deck. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments later Roy sat, propped against the ship’s railing as the last remains of his ice technique melted away.  Remley remained at his side, his body sprawled out across the railings edge and a thin pipe pursed between his lips. 
 
    “So... what the hell did you do?” Roy asked, cradling his knuckles as the pain began to dull. 
 
    Remley let out a chuckle as a trail of translucent smoke left his mouth.  “Well, for starters, I delivered a strike to the corner of your jaw, disrupting the flow of spirit energy to your upper body and knocking you senseless.” 
 
    Roy sighed.  “I appreciate your eloquence in recounting the way you kicked my ass, but that’s not quite what I meant.  Your body... when I struck you it felt like hitting solid stone.” 
 
    “And?” Remley said, a grin returning to his face. 
 
    “And I didn’t detect the use of any skills or techniques.  So, how the hell did you do it?” 
 
    Remley sat up on the rail and discarded his pipe as a final plume of smoke escaped his lips.  “That Roy, is the power of Spiriteka, the next step in your path.  Most adepts refer to the transformation as body tempering, though I’ve heard some call it body refinement as well.  In any case, it’s the method of strengthening one’s physical form to a level beyond that of a normal mortal.” 
 
    And it’s done through what?  Mediation?” Roy asked, suddenly much more curious. 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly part of it,” Remley replied.  “Though once you’ve reached the very peak of second rank, you’ll need to imbue your spirit in order to completely ascend to your next rank.” 
 
    Roy sighed.  He was growing tired of the way Remley seemed to trickle information to him as if it were just another facet of his odd training methods. However, Roy had a workaround for this one. 
 
    With a quick blink, Roy brought up his spirit scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Spirit imbuing 
 
      
 
    The adept refines his soul essence and channels it into a special technique known as the imbuing.  During this technique, the adept uses the refined soul essence to permanently strengthen his body far beyond the level of a normal human.  Although there are many different methods to imbue oneself, the Spiriteka rank can only be achieved once the adept has been imbued. 
 
      
 
    Known Imbuing Techniques: 
 
      
 
    Diamond Edge Imbuing  
 
    Steel Soul Imbuing  
 
    Razor Wind Imbuing 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Remley chuckled as he caught sight of Roy blinking through his notifications.  “Looking ahead, I see?” 
 
    “I just like to know what I’m getting myself into,” Roy replied.  “Sort of a habit I picked up during my time on the force... maybe one I should’ve used a bit more often...  Anyways, what kind of Imbuing are you working with?” 
 
    Remley rose to his feet and proudly puffed out his chest.  “Well my dear Roy, you happen to be gazing upon a body tempered by the legendary Dragon Flameforged Imbuing.” 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Dragon Flameforged Imbuing 
 
      
 
    As the adept reaches the precipice of third rank, he cleanses his physical form in dragon fire, tempering his body and creating a vessel that can withstand an extraordinary amount of damage.  A Flameforged body is highly attuned to flame spirit energy. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy let a nervous laugh slip out as he scanned over the information.  Initially, he was eager to take the next step in his progression, but if all Imbuing techniques were this painful... 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry Roy,” Remley quipped, clearly noticing the sudden look of concern on his face.  “It’s not as half as painful as it sounds...  And besides, we can’t be having you two walking into Shadowreach with fragile bodies like that.” 
 
    “Us two?” Roy asked. 
 
    Remley nodded, motioning towards the door on the far end of the deck.  There, emerging from below deck was the only other who shared the rank of spirin amongst the group.  Dressed in a pair of woven shorts and a tunic that ended above her waist, the light adept strode with purpose as her greenish-blue hair flowed in the relentless breeze. 
 
    “Kimoura!” Remley said, greeting the woman as if it had been ages rather than moments since they last saw each other.  As she reached them, Roy felt her spirit aura graze his own, causing a sudden comforting warmth to flood his body. 
 
    She gave Remley a welcoming smile then turned her gaze to Roy.  “Any luck managing to land a shot on him yet?” 
 
    Roy chuckled.  “Actually, I did, but I nearly broke my hand in the process.” 
 
    Remley leaned over and gave Roy’s shoulder a soft squeeze.  “I was just demonstrating to Roy the importance of you two reaching Spiriteka before we arrive in Shadowreach.” 
 
    “And if we’re unable?” Kimoura asked, crossing her arms over her chest as a sly grin formed on her face. 
 
    Remley shrugged.  “Then I suppose there’ll be nothing I can do when a rogue adept decides to blast a hole in your chest.  These places are dangerous, you know.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure everyone and everything here is dangerous...” Roy mumbled as his gaze shifted back over the edge of the deck.  As far as he could tell, this realm rewarded those with power, while the rest merely got chewed up and spit out.  Slowly, he turned his gaze back to Rem.  “So, does that mean you have something planned for us?” 
 
    “As a matter a fact I do,” Remley replied, his tone almost devious.  “I know someone just outside of Shadowreach...  a family friend, let’s say.” 
 
    “Another member of your old guild?” Roy asked. 
 
    “He was never an official member of the steel brotherhood, but my father contracted him to train a number of our youths.  At least, until they had their falling out.” 
 
    “And he’s just going to... accept us?” Kimoura asked, a hint of doubt in her soft voice.   
 
    Before Rem could respond, a sudden movement at the edge of his vision managed to grab his attention.  The three of them peered over the edge of the deck as a rather odd sight came into view.   
 
    Below, the seemingly endless field of thorny grass came to an abrupt end, making way for a lake of crystalline blue water.  That in and of itself wasn’t alarming, though the sight at the far edge of the lake was what brought concern.  Standing at the lake’s edge was an adept, his gray tunic weathered, and his identity concealed behind the veil of a wide-brimmed hat.  His hands worked furiously, forming intricate hand signs as lines of azure spirit energy trailed from his fingertips.  Mere feet in front of the adept, the water began to churn at a rapid pace, taking the form of a massive, crystalline sea serpent that set its eyes on the ship. 
 
    “Well, my dear Kimoura...” Remley said, alluding to the woman’s earlier question.  “I suppose we’re about to find out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Legendary Spirit Fisherman Yoshiro 
 
      
 
    Aboard the deck of the Blazing Falcon, The skies of Eon 
 
      
 
    Leila leaned back in her old, wooden captain’s chair, slowly manipulating her ship’s control sphere in her palm as the vessel glided through Eon’s open skies.  Despite being below deck, Leila had no trouble guiding The Blazing Fang with the utmost precision.  She was the captain and because of this, a part of her spirit aura flowed through the vessel, allowing her to use her spirit sense to guide it as if it were a very extension of her being.   
 
    A small smile formed on Leila’s face as her thumb ran along the edge of the control sphere.  She loved flying, more than fighting, more than dungeon diving, more than anything in the entire realm.  The skies felt like home to her, the ultimate domain for her mighty wind aura.  And she never wanted to leave… 
 
    The sudden creak of her cabin door pulled Leila out her thoughts.  Leaning back in her captain’s chair, she prodded the room with her aura until she sensed another presence at her back, a familiar earth aura with powerful dread energy reverberating through its core…  Quinn, her oldest ally and most trusted of friends. 
 
    “I’m beginning to see why you like spending time down here,” the earth adept said as he placed a calloused hand on the woman’s shoulder.  “It’s... peaceful.” 
 
    Leila chuckled as she readjusted herself in her seat.  “I doubt you’d rather have me up there sparring with the spirins.  I’m afraid if I hear Roy mouth off one more time I might get carried away and toss him overboard.”   
 
    As she spoke, Leila felt something nudge her boot.  She peered down to see Roy’s cryofox staring up at her, a smug look on the creature’s little face.  For some reason, the little beast had taken a liking to her, though at the moment it seemed a bit... displeased with her remark.  Somehow, even his pet found a way to grate her nerves... 
 
    Quinn chuckled as he gave the woman’s shoulder a soft squeeze.  “I gotta admit, I really admire what Rem is doing with those kids, even if he has turned the ship into a training ground.  He’s preparing them for what’s to come.”  The earth adept paused to retrieve a reed from his belt and place it between his Lips.  “It’s not like we’re heading to another Atherune... Shadowreach is a damned grindhouse.” 
 
    “I know,” Leila replied, her voice solemn.  Slowly, she reached down and picked up the small, crystalline Fox, giving in to its stubborn nature as she ran her fingers through its icy fur.  “I just hope this little detour Rem has planned pays off like he says it will.  If we can get the other two up to Spiriteka then we might stand a chance in that damned city.”  
 
    In truth, Leila wasn’t too thrilled about their final destination.  Sure, Atherune wasn’t anything spectacular, but at least she felt like she was building a foundation there.  Now they were headed to a city comprised of rogues, criminals, and lost souls that didn’t care to be found.  She… she just couldn’t help but wonder what her life would be like if she were never exiled from the Blazing Falcons, if she never acquired her divine power.  Her dark passenger... 
 
    “Wherever we end up, we’re going to give them Hell,” Quinn said, his voice a bit more reassuring than before. 
 
    Leila turned to respond, but a sudden spike in spiritual energy grabbed her attention.  A breath later, the wind adept was tossed from her seat as the ship was rocked by a whirling cyclone of water. 
 
    “Are we under attack?!” Quinn shouted as he struggled to regain his balance. 
 
    `“I think so,” she growled.  “I need to get topside.”   
 
    The woman’s voice carried a not so subtle hint of irritation as she placed the cryofox back on the floor.  Whatever attacked them had sent more of a warning shot than anything, but she still needed to see it for herself.  And by the gods, if this had anything to do with Remley, then she was going to choke the aura out of him. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy braced himself against the railing as the water serpent slammed into the Blazing Fang, deconstructing into a giant wave that nearly washed him over the side of the airship. 
 
    Remley responded immediately, stepping forward and unleashed a wave of flame that dissipated the remainder of the serpentine water technique.  
 
    “Oh dear,” Remley said as he helped Kimoura back to her feet.  “It doesn’t look like my old friend is accepting guests.” 
 
    Behind them the door to the lower level flung open and Leila rushed out, the ship’s control sphere gripped tightly in her grasp.  “What did you do Rem?!” 
 
    Remley shot the woman a disarming smile as another wave of water nearly slammed into the side of the ship.  “I haven’t done anything, though given a few moments and I’m certain I could talk our friend down there out of-“ 
 
    “Just fix this!” Leila interrupted as she maneuvered the ship around, avoiding a third attack. 
 
    “Very well,” Remley replied.  Then with a grin, he climbed onto the edge of the deck and leapt into the sky. 
 
    Roy leaned over the rail and watched as his mentor soared through the air, arms and legs outstretched as the wind whipped through his long, black hair.   
 
    Within seconds, another water technique came spinning in Remley’s direction.  However, judging by the flame adept’s grin, Roy was certain that he was prepared.  Well, that or he was completely foolish, which was still on the table as far as Roy was concerned. 
 
    He watched as Remley spun, avoiding the brunt of the water technique as he descended towards his target.  When the water spun closer to him, Remley drew on his spirit aura, creating a flaming disc at the bottom of his feet.  Then the two techniques collided and the flame adept let out a howl of joy. 
 
    Steam billowed into the air as Remley crouched atop his flaming disc, using it to ride the water cyclone down towards the lake’s shore.  His technique dissipated as he reached the ground, landing with grace as met the gaze of the mysterious adept in gray.  
 
    Roy leaned just a bit further over the edge of the deck, eyes locked on Rem.  If there was one thing he enjoyed nearly as much as fighting, it was watching his mentor work. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley fell into fighting stance as he squared off against his opponent, his palms open and his bare feet pressed firmly into the dirt.  The flame adept didn’t have any of his equipment on him, not his blade or his elixirs or even his bright-red coat.  And yet, with nothing more than the burning flames that were his spirit aura, he felt more confident than ever. 
 
    “It’s been a while, old friend,” Remley said as he drew flame aura into his hands, prepared for whatever came next. 
 
    “Not long enough,” the man in gray replied.  “Now leave me in peace.” 
 
    Remley sighed.  “I’m afraid I can do that.  You see, I’ve gotten myself into a bit of a predicament and-“ 
 
    “I’ve heard,” the man interjected, his tone gruff.  “And if I’ve heard then I know people a lot worse than me have heard as well.  Now, I’m going to give you one last chance... leave me alone.” 
 
    Remley’s smile suddenly faded and his tone grew a bit more serious.  “If only my father could see you now, Yoshiro... turning a blind eye to the man’s last living son.” 
 
    The man in gray, once known on Eon as Yoshiro the legendary spirit fisherman, scoffed at that remark.  “Well look at you, so eager to dredge up the past.  Your father is gone, your entire guild is gone... and you still can’t help but flaunt your forbidden power.” 
 
    Remley scoffed.  “I didn’t have a choice but-“ 
 
    “Do you know what you’ve done by coming here?!” Yoshiro interrupted, his voice devolving into more of a growl than anything else.  “The shadows speak, Remley Bonaduce.  They speak of a son who should be dead.  And they plot, devising ways to hunt him before he disappears once more.” 
 
    “Then I’ll fight them off!” Remley replied.  “Just as I fought them in Atherune.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Yoshiro retorted.  “By coming here you’ve brought that to my doorstep.”  The man shook his head just long enough to reveal an aged face beneath his wide-brimmed hat.  “I distanced myself from that chaos, Remley.  I served your family and the Steel Brotherhood well for many years...  I earned my rest.  And yet, here you are, dragging me right back into it.  I won’t have it!” 
 
    Water began to pool at Yoshiro’s feet, swirling around his boots as it took the form of dripping tendrils. 
 
    Remley turned his gaze to the ground as if he was suddenly weighed down by the feelings of remorse that reverberated through his spirit.  “I am truly sorry for bringing this to you...” the flame adept said, his somber voice a stark contrast to the fire that danced in his palms.  “But as the last surviving member of the Steel Brotherhood, I must demand your help one last time.” 
 
    Yoshiro scoffed.  “Make all the demands you’d like, but you’ll only get one thing from me...”  The air fell silent as the water adept placed his hands together, causing his watery tendrils to hover in the air like vipers poised to strike.  
 
    Remley widened his stance, bending at the knee and placing his right hand on the ground.  Yoshiro was a water adept, a pressure fighter who thrived on keeping his opponent on the back foot.  But if Remley could use his explosive speed, he might be able to end this before it began… 
 
    The flame adept felt the stabbing pain of guilt as he locked eyes with Yoshiro, his flame aura building at the soles of his feet.  He didn’t want to fight this man, an old ally to both he and his family.  And yet, he wasn’t sure there was any way to get through to him.  Remley’s father had treated Yoshiro greater than gold, had ensured the man had lived a good life under the protection of the Steel Brotherhood.  Deep down Remley knew it was wrong to leverage their shared past, especially after Yoshiro had spent so many years in peaceful reclusion... but what in Eon was he supposed to do?! 
 
    Remley let out a singular, calming breath...  He was going to do what he always did.  He was going to put on a smile and fight. 
 
    The air shifted violently as Yoshiro launched his water tendrils forward, seeking to press the flame adept back.  The man was old, but with the apparent force of his attack, it was clear that he hadn’t lost a step. 
 
    Remley countered by channeling nearly all of his spirit energy into his feet.  Then he exploded from his position, launching himself forward as a torrent of flame rapidly expanded from beneath him.   
 
    As he soared past Yoshiro’s grasping tendrils, he noticed a shield of water aura building around the man’s torso, threatening to cut off his only means of attack.  Acting on instinct, the flame adept spun threw the air, launching his flaming foot directly into the man’s center with a perfectly placed flying spin kick. 
 
    A cloud of steam engulfed the pair as Remley’s flames met Yoshiro’s partially formed barrier.  The air fell silent once more as the thick, white cloud began to shift, dissipating as a gust of wind blew in from the east.   And when it finally cleared the two men remained standing, Remley’s guild insignia glowing bright as seven translucent blades pressed themselves into Yoshiro’s throat. 
 
    “I did not want to do this,” Remley reiterated, his voice pained.  He’d used his flames to blaze through the man’s defenses before entrapping him with his seven blades of retribution, an attack strong enough to tear the old adept to shreds.  He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he were to unleash the technique’s full power on Yoshiro, but he had to assert his dominance.  He had to. 
 
    “And yet, here you are,” Yoshiro replied, his tone indifferent and his gaze distant.  “Drop your technique boy and I’ll do what you ask.  The shadows have likely found us already anyways...” 
 
    With a sigh, Remley released his technique, allowing his blades to dissipate back into essence.  At his flank, he could sense the airship coming to a landing, the curious eyes of his comrades likely locked onto his little skirmish.  Normally, he would turn and give them a reassuring grin, a quick show of optimism in a world often wrought with darkness.  But with the feelings of betrayal echoing from Yoshiro’s spirit, Remley wasn’t sure that he could bear it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Lakeside Negotiations 
 
      
 
    Lakeside, the Far Reaches of Northern Eon 
 
      
 
    As Roy disembarked from the Blazing Fang, he immediately knew something was off.  By the way, Remley had spoken earlier of his old friend, Roy assumed it was going to be a friendly visit.  However, after watching their little skirmish unfold and sensing the heightened tension in their auras, he knew that was hardly the case. 
 
    Seconds later Kimoura approached, a look of concern etched into her pale, blue eyes. 
 
    “Should I... say something?” Roy asked, suddenly feeling a bit awkward.  Normally he was the one making problems and Rem was the one to smooth things out.  He was the hothead.  Surely, they weren’t going to expect him to be the voice of reason... 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, kid.”  Roy turned to see Quinn approaching his flank, with Leila and his cryofox just a few paces behind.  “You’ll soon find that your mentor has a lot of... complicated relationships in Eon.” 
 
    Roy feigned a sigh.  “And here I thought he was one of the realm’s voices of reason.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna find too many of those,” Leila interjected.  “Now come help me anchor the Falcon so we can get moving.  I have no doubt that we’ve acquired some pursuers by now, and I’d rather not find myself at the end of their blade.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After helping anchor down the guild’s airship, Roy followed Rem and the old man to an odd little dwelling.  Barely visible from the sky, the cabin-like structure sat in the shadow of a nearby hill with tall, charcoal-colored trees added for extra cover.   
 
    The home had a rustic feel to it as if the place had been built ages ago, a stark contrast to the large number of faintly glowing runes scattered around the premises. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Cloudcast Rune 
 
      
 
    An advanced rune created by way of spiritcrafting, this device is used to mask the use of spirit aura in a small area.  Cloudcast runes deteriorate over time but can be recharged with one’s spirit energy. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy eyed one of the runes as he stepped within its invisible barrier.  These devices must’ve been the reason the old man was able to live out here on his own.  Without them, he could only assume that old adept would’ve been devoured by the darkbeasts once the veil fell. 
 
    Turning his attention back to the house, Roy grabbed a better look at the old man guiding them towards the house... Remley’s family friend.  The man’s clothing was tattered and his tunic frayed, with long tears in his garments that appeared to be the result of a blade. 
 
    With a blink, Roy pulled up his spirit scan to gather a bit more information. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Yoshiro  
 
    Water Adept 
 
    Rank: 4th 
 
    Specialization: Mystic 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    As he skimmed over the information, Roy thought back to the man’s short-lived battle with Remley.  Yoshiro had displayed quite the aptitude for aura manipulation... Hell, he’d nearly knocked their ship out of the sky with one of his techniques.  But when Rem managed to close the distance, the man merely relented.  Roy couldn’t help but wonder, was his unwillingness to partake in a physical exchange due to his Mystic spec?  Or was it because he was old and his body had grown frail?  And did adept’s lose strength and grow frail with age, or did body tempering help diminish some of that?  Dammit, there were just so many questions that needed answering! 
 
    Reacting to his thoughts, another window of information appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Adept growth and aging 
 
      
 
    The body and spirit of an adept age far different than that of a normal mortal.  With proper training and meditation, spirit auras tend to grow exponentially stronger with age, while the adept’s physical form experiences a more normalized cycle of growth.  Though an adept’s physical body tends to deteriorate quicker than his spirit, an adept focused on body refinement can use his spirit to bolster his strength and, in some cases, even prolong his or her life. 
 
    It is important to note that an elder adept that’s been drained of his spirit aura will find himself far more vulnerable than one in his youth. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy considered the information as he dismissed the translucent screen from view.  If Yoshiro was a mystic spec, then his focus was likely on the power of his aura rather than his physical strength.  That meant it was highly unlikely the old man could withstand a full-powered attack from Rem, even if he was rank four.   
 
    Roy grinned, satisfied with the quick bit of information he’d obtained.  From what it seemed like, many of the adepts he’d encountered had chosen to strengthen either their spirits or physical forms.  But with the advantage his spirit scan offered, what if he just did both?  The possibilities were endless! 
 
    Just as Roy’s mind began to race, a firm hand on his shoulder pulled him out of his thoughts.  He turned to see Leila staring at him, her brow raised and a smirk on her face. 
 
    “You just gonna stand there and stare?” she asked, her voice full of sarcasm. 
 
    Roy quickly took a glance around the area and realized that the others had already made their way into the house while he stood their delving through invisible pages of information.  It was a bit... awkward. 
 
    Before he could mouth a response, Leila let out an exaggerated sigh and brushed her way past him, his cryofox gleefully trotting in her shadow.  “Just come on,” she said, her voice now more annoyed than anything else. 
 
    Roy watched as the woman made her way towards the cabin, her wind aura rippling across her tight, sapphire tunic that accentuated her petite yet muscular frame.  She made a final glance back before waving him on, her piercing blue eyes meeting his for the briefest of seconds.  Despite the fact that she constantly found ways to infuriate him, he couldn’t deny that the woman had a very distinct swagger.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m coming,” Roy replied with a nod.  Then he sighed and began to head towards the cabin’s entrance.  There’d be more time to delve for information later. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    An almost palpable sense of tension seemed to grip Roy as he took a seat within Yohsiro’s rather humble abode.  The cabin was small, made up of just a single living space decorated with a number of odd trinkets and devices used for spirit crafting.  In fact, the place might’ve actually been cozy had it not been for the spiteful glare Yoshiro was happy to share with everyone. 
 
    “Would anyone like some tea?” the man growled before taking a seat in an old, rickety chair.  “No? Excellent.  Now, get on with it... why in the underworld’s flames are you here?” 
 
    Remley drew in a deep breath, shifting upon the makeshift bench where we sat.  Then he met the man eye to eye and spoke.  “Old friend, I wouldn’t have come unless our situation was dire.   We’re heading to Shadowreach and I have two spirins in my group that are ready to ascend to Spiriteka-“ 
 
    “And you want me to help you temper their bodies.  Am I right?” Yoshiro cut in as he folded his arms over his weathered tunic.   
 
    Remley nodded.  “Yes… I was hoping you could use your expertise.  Once their bodies are tempered then we’ll be out of your hair.  By nightfall at the latest.” 
 
    Roy watched as the others in his guild went wide-eyed and Yoshiro let out an exaggerated laugh.  “By nightfall?!  You want me to take a pair of techniques that normally take days of preparation and perform them by nightfall?!” 
 
    Well, yes,” Remley replied.  “Roy has a unique ability that allows him to learn techniques faster than any adept I’ve encountered, and Kimoura here was brought up under the tutelage of the platinum lotus.  They’ll be perfectly fine!” 
 
    Kimoura tilted her head and smiled, drawing an eye roll from the old man.  
 
    “Please,” Remley continued.  You were there to temper the bodies of me, my brother, of so many of our guild’s youth...” 
 
    “And now look at them.  All dead except you and me,” Yoshiro replied, a sudden bit of grief in his tone.  Remley leaned back, his spirit shuttering as if the words held dealt him actual harm.  After that, an uncomfortable silence fell over the room, save for the soft chewing sound Quinn made as he gnawed on his reed. 
 
    “Fine,” Yoshiro muttered, breaking the silence and drawing a breath of relief from Rem.  “I’ll do it, but only out of respect for your father.  Not because you asked... He was a man of resolve and I don’t need his damn spirit haunting whatever life I have left.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Remley said, a solemn grin returning to his face.  “And I promise you that we’ll leave just as soon as their bodies are tempered.” 
 
    Yoshiro sighed, his tone growing spiteful.  “That's just it, Remley.  It doesn’t matter anymore... your presence here’ll be enough to doom me.  Gods, I’m surprised one of the dark guilds hasn’t shown up here already to claim your life.” 
 
    “We’ve been cautious,” Leila cut in, shooting a glare at the old adept.  “There wasn’t anyone in immediate pursuit.” 
 
    Yoshiro let out a sarcastic chuckle.  “Then why the rush?” 
 
    Leila scowled, though she didn’t immediately respond.  Roy knew that she was only trying to defend Remley and the honor of the Sky Wolves but trying to convince the man that this pit stop posed no danger to him was foolish.  Roy vividly remembered the looks of contempt from the onlookers as they fled Atherune.  He’d seem the strange creatures hovering around their ship... scrying beasts used to report their location to someone hidden in the shadows.  No, they were definitely being followed, and it was only a matter of time before they were found. 
 
    “Just... just get this over with,” Leila growled.  She crossed her arms over her chest as her spirit aura momentarily flared, causing wind to swirl around her body and the reed to fly out of Quinn’s mouth. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Yoshiro said as he rose from his seat.  “Now come help me get this thing ready.  By nightfall…” Yoshiro muttered, shaking his head in disapproval.  “Just don’t be mad at me when one of these kids ends up dead.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Kimoura: Origin 
 
      
 
    Yohsiro’s Cabin, Northern Eon 
 
      
 
    A short time later, Roy Skyworth stood on the edge of the crystalline lake, his body bare save for a pair of loose-fitting trousers and a thin sash around his waist.  To his left stood Remley, his red coat now wrapped around his torso and his wide-brimmed hat masking the grin on his face.  And to his right stood Yoshiro, an over-sized runic fishing pole now held tightly in his grasp. 
 
    “Ready, Royboy?” Remley asked as he gave the man a quick slap on the back.  Roy nodded, allowing his black-violet aura to flow freely around his body as he stepped into the cool, unmoving lake. 
 
    Shortly after Remley’s initial conversation with Yoshiro, Roy had spoken with the man about the tempering process.  The old adept had laid out a number of techniques open to Roy, including the Unshattered Sky Imbuing (which Leila had undergone), and the Dark Sun Imbuing (a technique commonly used by void adepts).  However, Roy ultimately settled on a technique that Yoshiro spoke very fondly of... the Tidal Fury Imbuing.   
 
    That particular technique wasn’t common among void adepts, though Roy was fat more than just a common void adept.  Undergoing the Tidal Fury Imbuing would provide him with a much greater aptitude for water and ice aura, allowing him to eventually channel his divine spirit energy through the rest of his body with ease.  The thought of having full control over two different types of spirit energy just seemed too good to pass up. 
 
    As for the actual methods used in executing the technique... well, that had Roy a bit on edge.  To perform the Tidal Fury Imbuing, Roy first had to envelop his body in spirit energy while completely submerging himself in water.  After that, Yoshiro would manipulate that water to apply a massive amount of pressure to both Roy’s body and spirit, similar to the way water erodes stone.  For the final step, Roy would have to use his spirit aura to fend off the intense physical and spiritual pressure until his transformation was complete.  If done correctly, he would expend the entirety of his energy, leaving his channels open and raw.  Then the surrounding water aura would meld with his built-up soul essence, re-forging his body into a tempered masterpiece stronger than the tide’s themselves. 
 
    He only had to survive it. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Roy waded further into the water, fighting back any feelings of unease that tried to creep their way into his spirit.  Once he felt like he was far enough out, he turned and met eyes with Yoshiro. 
 
    “Alright, now draw out as much of your aura as possible,” the man instructed.  “And when you think you’ve done enough, draw out even more.  You only get one shot at this, kid.” 
 
    “Thanks for the encouragement,” Roy replied.  “But shouldn’t I be swimming to the bottom of the lake first?” 
 
    “The density of your void aura will take care of that for you,” Yoshiro said, beginning to sound annoyed.  “By Eon’s light, how long have you been an adept, kid?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it,” Remley interjected.  “Now, don’t forget to hold your breath, Royboy!” 
 
    “Bastard...” Roy muttered, drawing an even wider smile on Rem’s face.  Then, forcing every errant thought out of his mind, every feeling resonating within his spirit, he called forth his void aura and began sinking to the bottom of the lake. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Several hundred feet away, Kimoura sat at the center of the old adept’s cabin, legs crossed, fists clenched, and spirit aura flaring with golden light.  Unlike Roy, Kimoura had foreseen her ascension to Spiriteka for some time now... she’d foreseen it and she’d prepared. 
 
    Kimoura had been born into a family of thieves, a pair of ordinary humans with no control over their spirit.  Though they loved her very much, their crimes eventually caught up to them and they were executed, leaving Kimoura to fend for herself at a very young age.  However, the fates proved to be on her side...  While being attacked by a group of thugs, Kimoura displayed an incredible yet unrefined fighting prowess, the spirit of a budding adept. 
 
    On that night, a member of the Platinum Lotus Guild saw her in peril and came to her rescue.  He saved her and took her under his wing as a fledgling member of the guild.  After that, Kimoura became known as the apprentice of Lu Zahn, the fallen petal of the Platinum Lotus. 
 
    Kimoura grew exponentially under the guidance of the Platinum Lotus, undergoing a thorough development of her mind, body, and spirit.  She became known as a rising star in the guild, the fierce warrior with the cheery disposition.   However, as her ascension to Spiriteka approached, a massive upheaval in the lotus guild brought her advancement grinding to a halt.  In an act of utter betrayal, Lu Zahn murdered the other elders of his guild and raided all of their sacred treasures before announcing his allegiance to the dark god, Arachnifex and his followers, the Thousand-Legged Spiders. 
 
    Wrought with devastation, Kimoura fled the guild, finding herself alone once more in a world ever so lonely.  And yet, she persevered...   
 
    Soon, Kimoura found herself in Atherune City, surrounded by the unknown, her spiritual advancement now put on hold.  Guildless and with little money, she feared that she would find nothing but more darkness.  Instead, what she found was a group of misfits that felt more like home than any place ever had.   Leila and the others brought her in, they accepted her, and the only thing that they asked of the spirin is that she pull her own weight. 
 
    Kimoura grew to love the others, came to know them as her true family.  Then Roy appeared and her desire to ascend quickly returned.  She felt an undeniable connection to the man...  Honestly, she adored him.  And with that adoration came a desire to match his strength, to reach Spiriteka with him and stand at his side as an equal... 
 
    A rank she would achieve once she completed her Valkyrie’s Steelwing Imbuing.  
 
    Kimoura took a quick glance around the room before falling further into her technique.  Leila and Quinn stood on either side, patiently waiting for her to begin her transformation as her light aura continued to envelop her body.  The light adept didn’t actually need anyone to help her complete the technique.  No, this was something she was preparing for long before she joined the Sky Wolves.  However, having true family by her side made her resolve solid like steel.   
 
    Feeling as though her body was ready, Kimoura took one final glance towards the door of the cabin, her thoughts drifting lakeside to Roy and Remley’s location.  With what little time they had, it was imperative that she and Roy split up to complete their body tempering at the same time.  With the veil just hours away and the very real possibility of someone pursuing them, they needed to advance and be on the move as soon as possible.  Still, she couldn’t help but wish that she was at his side, supporting him as he attempted his ascension to third rank... 
 
    “Something wrong, Kimoura?” Leila asked, briefly drawing the light adept out of her thoughts.  Kimoura turned to meet the woman’s piercing gaze, the confident eyes of the one that had taken her in, the one who had shown her family was.  In that instant, Kimoura’s concern for Roy seemed to wane.  He was going to be fine, she was certain of that...  No.  This was her time to show Leila what she was made of. 
 
    “No,” Kimoura replied, feeding off her guild leader’s resolve.  “I was born ready for this.” 
 
    Suddenly the cabin erupted with light as Kimoura poured everything into her spirit aura, drawing it around her body like a cloak of radiant dawn.  Once her power reached its peak she channeled into thin, powerful petals of energy that seemed to blossom around her like a lotus flower.  It was beautiful to watch but melding her spirit aura into such a position left her body vulnerable... just as she intended. 
 
    “I’m ready, Lei!” Kimoura yelled, her voice strained as the veins in her neck began to bulge. 
 
    “Then do it, Sky Wolf!” Leila yelled, raising a clenched fist into the air.    
 
    Each and every item the cabin began to rattle as Kimoura doubled down on her focus, her teeth clenched so tightly that she thought they might crack.  Slowly, her light aura lost its form as it spread about the room, melding with various items scattered around the cabin.  Soon every knife, every fishing hook, every piece of sharpened dinnerware held an iridescent glow as if the trio were standing in a room filled with starlight.  Kimoura ignored the beauty, shutting her eyes and drawing in a deep, calming breath...  
 
    Then she exhaled and drew in her aura.   
 
    Each item imbued with her light aura came soaring towards her at blazing speed, ready to tear through the flesh of her now vulnerable body.  She didn’t try to avoid the barrage though, didn’t try to slow their approach.  No, this was part of her test… and she had to overcome. 
 
    Kimoura let out a shriek as a hundred different blades slammed into her body, their points pressing into her flesh as they tried to rend her in two.  This was the risk of her Valkyrie’s Steelwing Imbuing technique... fail and she could find herself crippled or even worse, killed.  However, she had no intention of failing. 
 
    With her channels empty and her body raw, Kimoura refined the mass of soul essence in her body, reforging it into precious light aura mightier than she ever had before.  As she worked, the blades dug deeper into her flesh, wracking her body with insurmountable pain, opening wounds that would make a lesser adept falter. 
 
    Blackness began to creep into the corners of her vision as her consciousness began to wane.  She could feel her lifeblood spilling out onto her tunic.  Her concentration was breaking...  by the gods, she was beginning to fade! 
 
    Just as she felt herself starting to slip, a gruff voice pulled her back, preventing her from slipping into a sea of unconsciousness.  
 
    “Be strong, kid!” Quinn yelled as his earth aura flared.  His words echoed through the room, helping to ground her as the pain threatened to swallow her whole.  Doubling down on her resolve, Kimoura poured every last bit of her energy into refining her soul essence, pulling energy from wherever she could, cleansing her channels with light. 
 
    Like a flickering flame, the woman’s light aura began to grow out of her core, rapidly expanding until she was wrapped in a spirit cloak brighter than the stars themselves.  One by one the blades began to fall from her body as her flesh was enveloped in the all-encompassing light.  Wounds once grievous began to mend themselves together.  Her skin once soft like dragon silk was now hard like tempered steel.   
 
    Finally, a burst of blinding light filled the rustic cabin, releasing a pulse of spirit energy that dislodged a large, wooden shelf and nearly knocked Quinn off his feet.  An eerie silence followed as the light began to retreat, resonating within the light adept that sat at the room’s center.  Slowly Kimoura rose to her feet, her bluish hair in disarray and her clothing in tatters.  She raised a fist into the air as her light aura swirled around her body, taking the form of a pair of angelic wings at her back. 
 
    Quinn grinned and Leila gave a firm nod of approval, a feeling of pride swelling in her spirit...  she’d done it.  Kimoura had reached Spiriteka. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Breakthrough 
 
      
 
    Outside Yoshiro’s cabin, Northern Eon 
 
      
 
    As Roy sank to the bottom of the lake, he couldn’t help but wish that Remley had given him better advice than simply “hold your breath”.  Sure, holding his breath was highly important, especially when he was sinking to the bottom of the lake.  However, he was certain that a bit more guidance could’ve gone a long, long way. 
 
    As thoughts of Remley faded, a feeling of panic began to swell in Roy’s spirit.   That feeling only grew as he felt his legs crash into the lake’s floor, creating a ring of dust that nearly blocked out his vision.  The lake’s surface seemed just so damn far away, and Roy had never been a remarkable swimmer.  Hell, he wasn’t certain how much longer he could hold his breath! 
 
    Just what the hell had he gotten himself into? 
 
    Mere seconds after he hit the bottom, Roy noticed a change in the water’s movements.  Slowly, it began to swirl around his body, gaining momentum as the pressure began to build.  Faster and faster the water churned around his body, growing in intensity until Roy felt like he was trapped in a vice.  He could feel it pressing in on him from all directions, overpowering his spirit and forcing what little air he had left out of his lungs. 
 
    A normal man would’ve faltered, would’ve given in to the technique’s grueling requirements.  But Roy was no normal man.  He knew what was at stake...   
 
    This was it.  This was his test, his chance to ascend and stand side by side with his guild.  And dammit, he would not fail! 
 
    Ignoring the burning sensation in his lungs, Roy channeled his resolve, his anger, his rage.  He used it, causing his void aura to flare with more power than it ever had before, pressing back against the water as it threatened to turn his bones into dust. 
 
    Mustering everything that he had left, Roy channeled his aura into a brilliant black-violet cloak, expending every last bit of spirit energy that he had in his body.  He could feel the water pushing back against him, its energy pressing through his cloak and dancing across his skin.  He was on the brink...  
 
    It was time to ascend. 
 
    Without hesitation, Roy began to refine the soul essence in his body, drawing it into his spirit as the water energy flooded his channels and began to reforge his body anew.  As the transformation started, Roy’s sprit scan came to life. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Body tempering in process. 
 
    Imbuing cells... 
 
    Please stand by.... 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    If he wasn’t several dozen feet underwater, Roy surely would’ve grinned.  He could feel a change happening inside of him, a power swelling in every facet of his body... 
 
    However, he could also feel the last bit of air escape his lungs.  His mind began to falter as a pounding in his had began to surface.  And despite his unbreakable resolve, despite his iron will and his unmatched desire to ascend, Roy’s focus broke and everything faded to black. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley paced quietly at the edge of the lake, growing more nervous by the second as he watched the crystalline water swirl like a raging cyclone.  Though only a moment had passed, he felt like it had been too long since Roy had gone under.  What if his pupil never surfaced?  What if he’d pushed him into this too fast?  By the gods, Remley wasn’t certain he could live with that... 
 
    “I need to go in there,” he finally said, his usual confidence noticeably absent in his voice. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Yoshiro responded, not taking his eyes off the lake.  The old adept’s calloused hands were outstretched over the edge of the water as blue aura flowed from his palms and into the lake.  “You have to give the boy a chance to fight through this thing... it is a test meant for him.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to just let him drown,” Remley retorted as he squeezed his fist in a most agitated fashion. 
 
    Yoshiro scoffed.  “You need to relax.  If this one is as good as you say than he’s been preparing for this ascension all his life.  Don’t you remember the countless hours you spent training your spirit before you faced the dragon’s flames?” 
 
    Remley sighed, though not due to sudden wave of memories that came flooding back.  His rise to Spiriteka was a period of time that he cherished, when he in his brother trained side by side for countless nights, preparing both their bodies and spirits for the trials ahead.  No, the reason he sighed had more to do with Roy than anything else. 
 
    Yoshiro narrowed his eyes as he read Remley’s emotions.  “This boy is an outrealmer, isn’t he?” he asked, his tone suddenly venomous. 
 
    “A quite remarkable one,” Remley replied.  “And one that I intend to keep living.”  As he spoke, the flame adept’s eyes stayed glued to the lake, waiting for Roy to surface. 
 
    “Risking all this for an outrealmer... you truly are a fool,” Yoshiro said, grimacing as his aura poured into the swirling waves.  “I get that he reminds you of your brother, but by Bahamut’s breath…” 
 
    Before Remley could respond, a sudden pulse of spirit energy pulled his attention away.  Both he and Yoshiro turned to give the old adept’s cabin a quick glance, the source of the sudden surge of spiritual power. 
 
    “Looks like your other pupil has ascended,” Yoshiro said.  “The kid must have power...  Gods, I think she just shorted out most of my inhibitor runes.” 
 
    “That is certainly Kimoura, for you,” Remley replied, trying to take some joy in the woman’s ascension.  Unfortunately, that joy was short-lived as his gaze wandered back to the lake.  By Eon’s light, why hadn’t Roy emerged?! 
 
    “That’s it, I’m going in,” the flame adept declared as he reached for the folds of his coat.  “I’m not going to lose him again!” 
 
    Again?  But Remley had never lost Roy.  It was his brother Rygan that he’d lost, not Roy.  Why did his mind continue to do this to him?  Were those old wounds still so raw? 
 
    “Don’t be a fool!” Yoshiro growled.  “I can still feel his spirit down there.  He’s fighting for this, boy!  Now give him the chance he deserves and protect me while I complete this technique!” 
 
    Remley raised a brow.  “Protect you?  From what?” 
 
    Yoshiro let out a nervous chuckle before nodding his head towards the hillside.  “Those.” 
 
    Remley turned and took a wide-eyed glance to the east as a sudden surge of volatile energy assaulted his senses.  Charging down the hill was a trio of spirit beasts, their muscular ape-like bodies tearing through the terrain as they set eyes on the pair.  The beasts had been drawn to the sudden spike of spirit energy in the area, and they looked hungry for aura. 
 
    Remley sighed.  Well, wasn’t this just great... 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy’s body sat like an immovable stone at the bottom of the crystalline lake as the intense water pressure continued to erode away his aura.  Roy’s consciousness had fled his body moments ago due to a lack of oxygen, though his spirit continued to fight, following the path laid out by Roy’s spirit scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Body tempering in process.... 
 
    Restructuring cells... 
 
    Reforging spirit aura... 
 
      
 
    Please standby.... 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Moments passed as the water churned violently at the base of the crystalline lake, bartering the small spark of void aura that flickered around the man at the lake’s floor.  With the amount of time that had passed,  that man’s aura should’ve been snuffed out.  By Eon’s gods, it should’ve killed him... But that spirit aura belonged to a Roy Skyworth, a man who would not relent. 
 
    And as the water penetrated his aura, as he wavered at the very brink of life and death...  Roy’s spirit flared. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Flame aura licked at Remley’s heels as he dashed across the darkened field, curved blade held tightly in his grasp.  It pained him to leave the lakeshore, especially if things weren’t developing as he’d hoped.  And yet, he had to trust in Yoshiro.  the old man that had brought up so many Spiriteka...  By the gods, he’d even helped him and his brother advance many moons ago.  There simply wasn’t another option, and that meant protecting him at all costs.   
 
    As Remley approached the hillside, he got a better look at the spirit beasts barreling towards the lake.  The creatures were large, at least two heads taller than him, and possessed muscular, ape-like bodies.  Silvery fur covered their hides and pairs of curved horns decorated their heads.  They were vile creatures hungry for aura.  Well, they’d likely be disappointed when he made them choke on his blade. 
 
    With the precise movements of a seasoned adept, Remley leapt at the trio of beasts and swung his blade out wide, sending a wave of flame at the creatures and briefly halting their approach.  From what he could sense, each of the beasts held a power level equivalent to that of a rank four adept.  It was also apparent that they possessed immense physical strength,  meaning a speed-based strategy would be Remley’s best path to victory.  No matter... 
 
    Remley was speed incarnate. 
 
    Channeling aura into his limbs, Remley dove between the legs of the center beast, slashing at its thigh as he slid to the creature’s flank.  Before it’s iridescent blood could even hit the ground, the flame adept was back on his feet, delivering a tri-slash to the spirit beast’s back before delivering a flaming kick to its shoulder and vaulting out of its reach. 
 
    Immediately the ape-like beast to his right turned and charged in his direction, swiping at Rem with a hand that was strong enough to tear his arm off.  Remley sidestepped the creature’s grasp and slashed downward with his blade, aiming to take the creature’s hand off at the wrist.  What he didn’t expect was his blade to become lodged in the beast’s thick hide. 
 
    The spirit beast roared in protest as the blade sunk into its flesh, flame aura burning away a large patch of its silvery fur.  Immediately it arms began to flail in protest, pulling itself free of the weapon’s sting and knocking Remley off-balance in the process. 
 
    Desperation surged through the flame adept’s spirit as he tried to regain his footing, though his movements proved to be a split second too slow.  The beast to his left was on him in an instant, slamming its knuckles into his side and driving him into the ground.  A breath later, the flame adept felt one of the creature’s massive hands wrap around his ankle, hoisting him into the air before slamming him back down into the unforgiving earth! 
 
    Pain resonated all the way to Remley’s very core as his body left a shallow impression in the ground.  It was an attack that would’ve shattered his bones had it not been for his dragon Flameforged body....  to be honest, he wasn’t sure that it hadn’t!  He was a just mere rag-doll to this thing and somehow he’d been foolish enough to allow it to latch onto his leg.  He had to break free, had to create some space and reassess the battle if he intended to survive! 
 
    Eyes burning with anger, Remley pressed his palms together and formed a fireball in his grasp then launched it into the creature’s face.  The beast immediately backpedaled as the smell of burnt flesh reached Remley’s nose but a second ape-beast took its place, stomping onto the flame adept’s stomach and forcing the air out of his lungs. 
 
    Remley tried desperately to channel his flam aura but the ape-beasts assault had left him disoriented and gasping for air.  Suddenly, his feelings of desperation turned to panic as he eyed the other creatures closing in.  He’d allowed himself to fight distracted, to act recklessly and now... now he was going to pay for it by having his limbs violently torn from his body. 
 
    Unwilling to give in, Remley poured everything he had into his flame aura, forcing the ape-beast to relent its assault as spirit fire burned at the creature’s foot.  Rem tried to rise but another beast had already reached him, its oversized palm reaching directly for his throat.  This was it.  This was going to be that last thing Remley ever laid eyes on... 
 
    Then he saw the light. 
 
    “Steel lotus!”  Kimoura’s voice roared like thunder as it echoed across the field.  It was followed by a flash of blinding light as the woman entered the fray, unleashing a mighty technique with her newly forged Valkyrie Steelwing body.   
 
    Remley watched in amazement as Kimoura’s glowing fist smashed into the face of the closest ape-beast, breaking its jaw and sending its teeth scattering to the wind.  Before the creature could regain its senses, she used her other palm to create a swirling ball of light then immediately slammed it into the creature’s chest.  The beast howled as it’s flesh was burned away until finally, it slumped over as smoke billowed from the hole now left in its hide. 
 
    An overwhelming sense of pride washed over Remley as he finally managed to get a better look at the light adept.  She looked indomitable as she stood there atop the mound of grass, her body hard like steel and her spirit echoing an unshakable confidence.  By Bahamut’s blood, she had done it.  She had reached Spiriteka... and it was far more marvelous than he ever could have expected. 
 
    Kimoura turned to acknowledge Remley as he wiped the dirt from his coat, a small grin forming beneath her otherwise serious guise.  Then she turned back to face her remaining threats, the pair of spirit beasts that remained. 
 
    Spirit energy flooded into the woman’s palms as she readied another assault on the charging creatures, her aura swirling around her as a cloak of light.  With her newfound strength, it was clear that Kimoura was ready to take on the world.  But she wouldn’t have to... yet. 
 
    A barrage of spiritlances flew by Kimoura on her right, slicing through the neck of an approaching spirit beast with pinpoint precision and removing its head from its shoulders.  To her left, a spire of bone tore through the earth and stabbed into the remaining creature’s gut, immobilizing it where it stood.  Another spiritlance came soaring in just seconds later, piercing the creature’s eye socket and blowing the beast’s brain matter out of the back of its head. 
 
    With the spirit beasts dead, a sudden calm fell over the area.  Seconds later, Leila and Quinn joined Kimoura at her side, looks of smug satisfaction on each of their faces.  No, it wasn’t just satisfaction that Remley saw, but a sense of pride in the growing strength of the Sky Wolves. 
 
    Remley forced a grin as he approached, his own spirit beginning to swell with pride as he gazed at the fearsome trio. However, that feeling was rather short-lived. 
 
    “Where’s Roy?” Kimoura asked, bringing Remley to a halt and drawing looks of concern on the others. 
 
    Remley’s eyes widened as his gaze shifted west back to where he’d left Roy at the crystalline lake.  There, Yoshiro had put a halt to his technique, instead choosing to stare into the unmoving body of water as darkness began to creep in from afar. 
 
    “I thought you said he was ready for this?!” Leila growled, grabbing Remley by the collar and blowing his hair back with her aura.  Kimoura ignored the two and immediately began dashing towards the lake, hellbent on dragging him out no matter what.   
 
    The light adept made it about five paces from the lake before she was stopped in her tracks, cut off by Yoshiro’s runic fishing rod. 
 
    “Wait,” the old man beckoned, his voice now soft like the wind.  “And observe...” 
 
    Suddenly, a massive spike in spirit energy assaulted their senses, a power that resonated from somewhere near the bottom of the lake.  A mere breath later the surface of the lake began to solidify as a thin layer of ice began to spread, covering the body of water until it was completely solid. 
 
    The Sky Wolves watched in silence, prodding the lake with their spirits as the energy within continued to grow.  The spiritual pressure in the area began to strengthen as the swell of power grew closer to the lake’s surface.  Whatever awaited them beneath the sheet of ice was on the brink of breaking through. 
 
    Remley clenched his fists and watched with anticipation as the giant sheet of ice began to crack, as waves of familiar energy began to ripple across the surface.  The energy grew in intensity, reaching a violent crescendo as the lake’s frozen surface shattered and spires of ice rose into the sky. 
 
    Standing atop the centermost spire was a man enveloped in icy blue aura, a solemn expression on his face.  His eyes, one blue and one green, gazed off into the distance as if he were peering into a future that would soon feel his might. 
 
    Remley let out a jubilant cheer, raising a fist to the man atop the icy pedestal and his newly formed Tidal Fury body.  Despite Remley’s worst fears, his tenacious pupil had done it.  He’d defied death, escaped a watery grave and ascended to a level that now matched Remley’s own... 
 
    Roy Skyworth has emerged a Spiriteka. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Pursuit of Knowledge 
 
      
 
    Outside Yoshiro’s Cabin, Northern Eon 
 
      
 
    Roy stood atop the pillar of ice and basked in his newfound glory.  Thanks to a little help from his spirit scan, he’d been able to reach rank three and achieve a level of power he’d only dreamed of.  His skin, once soft and pliable, was now hard like steel.  And even more amazing was the strength he felt resonating within his body.  Roy felt like he had the power to punch through a stone wall, that he could leap to the top of Aethrune Academy in a single bound.  His trials had been grueling, and he was almost certain that he’d nearly died... but damn was it ever worth it. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Adept Rank 3 achieved 
 
    Physical strength has greatly increased 
 
    Spirit aura has increased 
 
      
 
    Your body has been reforged with the Tidal Fury Imbuing! 
 
    Affinity for water aura has greatly increased 
 
    Enhanced physical capabilities unlocked 
 
    Enchanted physical senses unlocked 
 
      
 
    Compiling data... 
 
    Compiling... 
 
      
 
    A new technique is available in the void manual. Would you like to upload? 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Before Roy could proceed any further, the joyous cries of Remley managed to yank him out of his thoughts.  He blinked away the translucent display, deciding to delve into his manual a bit later then turned to acknowledge his mentor. 
 
    At the lake’s edge, he spotted not only Remley but the entirety of the Sky Wolves, along with the old water adept that had helped make his advancement possible.  Even from this distance, he could sense their spirits.  He could feel Kimoura’s newfound strength. He could feel the pride in both Quinn and Leila... and was that anger he felt in Yoshiro? 
 
    Slowly Roy’s gaze shifted from his small group of onlookers, following a trail of ice as it made its way from the lake and ended in the form of a giant, icy spire jutting out of the man’s house.  From what Roy could sense, his divine energy had been drawn to the water residing inside the old man’s cabin.  It had danced its way through the natural channels in the earth, making its way into his cooking pot, his waterskins, even his cup of tea.  It resonated in the center of his cabin, drawing from its many sources before transforming it into a spire that nearly destroyed the cabin in its entirety. 
 
    “What in Eon have you done to my home?!” the old man roared, his spirit aura flaring as a pair of twin water serpents formed in his presence. 
 
    Roy leapt from his icy pillar, soaring through the air with the grace of a leaf in the wind.  He landed mere feet away from Yoshiro, quickly placing his palms together in a sign of forgiveness.  “I’m... a, sorry that-“ 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    Roy’s apology was brought to a sudden halt as Yoshiro spun on his heel and smacked his fishing pole down atop the adept’s head.  
 
    Roy glared at the man as he clutched the top of his head.  “What the hell was that for, old man?!” he spat, his voice full of rage. 
 
    Yoshiro matched his anger with a look that was equally venomous.  “I help you advance despite my own wishes, and you repay me by destroying my house?!” 
 
    “I’ve had this power for five minutes!” Roy growled.  “How do you expect me to control it?!” 
 
    The water serpents swirling around Yoshiro snapped their maws, echoing their creator’s anger.  “You damned foolish outrealmer!  I should kill you for-“ 
 
    “Boys.  Boys.,” Remley pleaded, snaking his way in between the men and placing a palm on each of their chests.  “Can’t we agree that neither man meant the other any harm?  Besides, the veil is nearly upon us and it would be in everyone’s best interest if we found some cover.” 
 
    Yoshiro crossed his arms over his chest and gave Remley a glare that could make a dragon shudder.  “And where do you suggest I take shelter with a pillar of ice jutting out of the center of my home?” 
 
    Suddenly Remley’s face stretched into the wisest of grins. “Well, you could scribe some of those cloudcast runes of yours on our ship and ride with us to Shadowreach.  We can catch up just like old times!” 
 
    The old adept’s gaze shifted, lingering on each member of the Sky Wolves before it finally rested on Remley once more.   “You’re despicable.  You do know that, don’t you?”  Yoshiro said.  A breath later his shoulders slumped, and his water serpents were withdrawn back into his spirit aura.  “And I fully expect you to repay me for every single thing you’ve destroyed.  Now go clear out the largest room in the ship while I throw together some runes.” 
 
    “What do you need the room for?” Leila asked, her hands now pressed firmly on her hips. 
 
    Yoshiro sighed.  “What do you think, girl?  It’s for me to sleep in!” 
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide as he felt Leila’s aura flare like a tempest...  This was going to be an interesting trip. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next day of travel went by without incident...  Well, depending on one’s definition of incident.  Yoshiro and Leila nearly got into a brawl when the man demanded that she relinquish her captain’s quarters.  Thankfully, Remley managed to talk him into lodging with the rest of the crew, so long as Remley gave him a larger cut of their next dungeon dive. 
 
    After that, the ship was swarmed by an entire flock of aura-leeching felbats.  Despite the vessel being well masked behind Yoshiro’s runes, the creatures had still managed to stumble upon on the ship through a bit of luck.  However, they were no match for a crew of five spiriteka. 
 
    Roy put his marksmanship on display, blasting several of the beasts out of the sky with his aura bullet.  And combined with Remley’s fireballs, Leila’s spiritlances, Yoshiro’s twin water serpents, and Kimoura’s concentrated light blasts, the darkbeasts were decimated in mere moments.  Even Quinn, whose techniques were most closely focused on melee combat, managed to knock a few beasts out of the sky.  By forging a bow out of aura, the dread stalker was able to launch powerful arrows of bone through the creatures... an inventive technique that had been inspired by Roy’s own ingenuity. 
 
    Once the darkbeasts had been dealt with and the veil eventually lifted, the trip had actually been quite smooth.  The Blazing Falcon soared north for the remainder of the next day, passing over a long stretch of mountains that seemed to resonate with an energy that gave Roy the creeps.  A short time later, the airship approached a sight that left the void adept in absolute awe... 
 
    Just ahead was a massive cityscape spanning several times the size of Atherune.  Surrounded by a thick black wall of stone, the city featured a vast array of darksteel towers that reached towards the heavens, sprawling complexes that could house thousands, and a network of cobblestone roads so large that it looked more like a maze than a metropolis.  The city was larger than anything Roy had ever seen, like a city-state built within the confines of Eon’s northern barrens...  it was amazing. 
 
    “There she is,” Remley said, placing an arm around Roy’s shoulders as the pair gazed over the edge of the ship’s deck.  “Welcome to Shadowreach.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Varyon Risen, former assassin of the Thousand-legged Spiders guild sat alone amongst the shadows.  At his back sat a small, wooden cottage, it’s roof split open by a massive, icy spire and its walls crumbling from age.  And in front of him, somewhere beyond the veil’s obscuring mists...  sat the Sky Wolves. 
 
    It had been nearly ten cycles of the worldstar since Varyon had begun following the Wolves’ airship and its crew, though the ache in his muscles made it seem like much longer.  When the ship took to the skies Varyon would follow, riding atop a flying silver sword.  The blade was the size of a claymore, though it wasn’t built for combat.  No, the sword was a tool crafted with powerful wind runes that allowed the user to soar through the skies atop its blade...  that is, at the expense of the user’s spirit energy. 
 
    That windblade was a valuable tool that Varyon had... acquired, though its speed paled in comparison to the Sky Wolves’ airship and its drain on his spirit was intense.  As a result, Varyon was forced to meditate when the ship remained idol, channeling his aura to try and recoup whatever energy he had lost.  It was a grueling ordeal and one that consistently left him a day or two behind the airship, but Varyon Risen needed answers... answers he was certain that the man in the red coat could give him. 
 
    With a sigh, the temporal adept rose from his cross-legged position and began to make his way towards the front of the cottage.  The building sat on the outskirts of a small crystalline lake... well, what used to be a lake.  Recently the body of water had been transformed into a collection of jagged, icy pillars that now melted in the heat of the worldstar.  Varyon has nearly passed by the area en route to Shadowreach.  However, a residual aura resonating from within the ice had quickly caught his interest... the divine energy of the adept, Roy Skyworth. 
 
    After a bit of investigating, Varyon was certain that whatever strange scene he’d stumbled upon had been a direct result of the Sky Wolves.  The lifeless bodies of several ape-like spirit beasts lay scattered about the area, their soul essence drained, and their flesh torn apart by a number of powerful techniques.  
 
    Varyon placed a hand on his chin, pondering the reason why his prey would stop to destroy such an odd, little establishment.  Perhaps more answers lied within the cabin’s broken walls. 
 
    Peering through the window of the crumbling cottage, he spotted a number of crude-looking tools, old spiritcrafting components, a fisherman’s tackle box that was now empty, and the remnants of what looked to be a crafting circle etched into a now broken table.  The rest of the home appeared to have been torn asunder by Roy’s icy spire. 
 
    Nothing... Varyon thought to himself.  At least, nothing he could see from outside.  Why on Eon had the crew made this stop when they were so close to Shadowreach, and what had spurred them to leave such wanton destruction behind? 
 
    Curious, Varyon moved forward with the silence of a practiced assassin, creeping towards the nearby window before placing his hands on the foggy sheet of glass.  Slowly, he spread his fingertips as a pulse of temporal energy began to build in his palms.  With a short, focused blast he could shatter the window while slowing the descent of the glass, allowing for silent entry into the house.  After living as an assassin for so long, it just seemed so unnatural to use the front door. 
 
    His focus began to build as temporal aura channeled into his hands and the glass cracked beneath his palms...   
 
    Suddenly, Varyon paused as something sparked his spiritual sense.  He turned just as a wave of shadowy tendrils burst out of the nearby tree line, snaking towards the adept like a den of vipers let loose on their prey.  Varyon acted on instinct, responding with a burst of temporal energy to slow the shadow’s approach.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t prepared for the secondary assault coming from above. 
 
    Swirling coils of shadow snaked past Varyon’s guard and smashed into his chest, blasting him through the flimsy wooden wall at his back and leaving him sprawled out across the crumbling cabin’s floor.  Immediately, the temporal adept leaped to his feet and fell into battle stance, his aura flaring as his spirit energy formed into a defensive barrier around his body. 
 
    Varyon steeled himself as the tendrils of shadow began to pour in through the hole in the wall, blocking out the worldstar’s rays.  He hadn’t yet caught a glimpse of his attacker, but he was certain he knew who had given him chase.  It was only a breath later when his suspicions were confirmed.   
 
    The shadowy tendrils swelled mere feet in front of him, taking the shape of a large, black sarcophagus before melting away and leaving a man in its wake.  Standing in front of Varyon, dressed in a tunic black as night and sporting a curved silver blade was an adept that he knew all too well...  Wrath, shadow assassin and guild officer of the Thousand-Legged Spiders. 
 
    Word of Varyon’s defection must’ve already reached Lord Blackstar…Oh, how it must’ve stung at him to learn of his prized pupils’ betrayal.  It only made sense that he sent one of his dogs to finish him off. 
 
    “Long time no see old friend,” Wrath said as shadowy tendrils danced around his form.  The man’s voice was warm, a stark contrast to the scowl on his face and the intense glare in his left eye.  Wrath’s right eye, no longer usable, was covered by an ornate leather eyepatch embedded with a tiny red spiritstone at its center. 
 
    Varyon met the man’s glare with a frightening gaze of his own, quietly extending his temporal aura out with each passing breath.  “There’s no need to start with formalities now,” he said.  “We were never friends.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Wrath replied. His voice quickly growing frigid.  “And that’ll make killing you all the more satisfying.  Lord Blackstar was foolish to favor you... a fallen guard of the Steel brotherhood.  Though I must admit it, his extra attention to you has worked out in my favor.  With the undying wraith flowing through your spirit, I’ll get the chance to slay you over and over...”  Wrath paused as a wicked grin stretched over his face.  “You know, I’ve always wondered if the wraith can bring you back if I cut off your head.” 
 
    Varyon’s heart began to race, though not because of the shadow adept’s threat.  “Wait, what did you say?” he asked, his tone a bit more eager than he would’ve liked.  Just how much did Wrath know about his past?  And what in Eon did he know about the Steel Brotherhood? 
 
    Wrath openly mocked Varyon, revealing a grin so venomous that it nearly sent the adept into a fit of rage.  “Is that why you’ve broken your pact with the spiders?  To embark on some self-righteous for truth?”  The shadow adept shook his head in apparent dismay, causing his shadow aura to ripple.  “Well, I could’ve helped you with that.  The truth is that you are nothing but a worthless soul destined for the lowest levels of the underworld.  Lord Blackstar was foolish enough to believe that there was potential in you, but I’m-“ 
 
    Suddenly Wrath’s speech came to an abrupt halt as every muscle in his body was assaulted by a blast of temporal energy.  Varyon knew that he was sorely outmatched by Wrath, a sixth-ranked Spirikai with the spiritual power to shatter the peaks of mountains.  However, the temporal adept had two things working in his favor... an element of surprise afforded by his temporal aura, and an unyielding rage burning in the pit of his soul. 
 
    Blue waves of spirit energy poured from Varyon’s body, enveloping Wrath and holding him fast as if he’d been frozen in ice.  His shadowy tendrils, once writhing like serpents, now slowly retreated back into Wrath’s aura, reeling against the unnatural passage of time.  For the briefest of seconds, it appeared the Varyon had his opponent trapped... 
 
    Then Wrath unleashed the full power of his spirit aura. 
 
    Varyon’s temporal sphere shattered as dark tendrils of shadow darted past his defenses, wrapping his body so tightly that he couldn’t so much as draw a breath.  In an instant, the shadowy tendrils launched the adept upwards, smashing him into what remained of the ceiling before whipping him into the wood floor.  Wrath repeated the process three more times until Varyon laid broken in a small crater, lines of blood decorating the broken wood floor. 
 
    “Such a pitiful creature,” Wrath said as he recalled his shadows, carefully melding them with his fingertips as he prepared for a final assault.  The harsh truth was that Wrath was a Spirikai, an adept that had tempered both his body and his spirit.  His abilities far surpassed Varyon’s, and with that kind of power, the only path that the temporal adept had to victory was with an extraordinary amount of luck. 
 
    Slowly Varyon shifted in his small, man-sized crater, eyeing Wrath with hate-filled eyes as the man crafted a spear made completely of shadows.  The rage in the pit of his stomach compelled him to attack, to lash out at the shadow adept with every bit of spirit energy he had left.  And yet, in his mind, he knew that all to be senseless.  He had to survive...  he had to uncover his own personal truth.  And once he did... well, then he would have his opportunity to decimate those that had done him wrong. 
 
    “Relinquish your soul,” Wrath growled before launching his spear of shadows at Varyon.  The technique tore through the air, moving so fast it was as if it were ripping a hole in the void itself. A breath later the spear plunged through Varyon’s stomach, causing the man’s spirit to shudder and blood to pool at the corners of his lips.  It was almost a certainty that a Spirikai technique of that caliber would claim another of Varyon’s many lives... just not yet. 
 
    After Varyon’s most recent bout with death, the temporal adept had managed to make a breakthrough of sorts.  Not unlike Roy Skyworth, the man had managed to tap further into his divine power, drawing on the raw spirit energy that fueled the undying wraith... the energy of the exalted. 
 
    Exalted aura was a rarity in Eon, an energy type with power to influence life itself.  It was the power that fueled Varyon’s undying wraith, the very thing that brought him back from the dead over and over again.  And although he didn’t possess complete control of it, he found that he could muster just enough of the elusive energy for a single, mighty blow. 
 
    Certain that his victory had been secured, Wrath allowed his concentration to slip for the very briefest of seconds.  In that precious second, Varyon drew on every bit of divine energy that he could gather, causing his fist to adopt an iridescent glow... a speck of light to his darkness. 
 
    In an instant, Varyon leapt at the shadow adept, slamming his fist into the man’s chest with an attack strong enough to propel him out of the cabin.  Wrath’s body skidded across the dirt, cutting a trench in the ground before slamming into the icy lake and disappearing in the columns of ice.  Such was the power of exalted aura... the ability to cut through shadow. 
 
    Varyon didn’t waste a breath as he leapt through a hole in the roof, landing in a crouch atop his hovering windblade.  A breath later he was soaring through the air, fleeing the shadow adept who would surely give chase.   
 
    Varyon’s hand throbbed with pain and his lifeblood poured from his chest, yet he flew on, his windblade slicing through the clouds.  He hadn’t really hurt Wraith... by the gods, he’d probably only made him angrier.  However, what he did manage to do was buy himself some time... enough to find a hole to die in.  And when the wraith brought him back, when he was certain he’d escaped Wrath’s pursuit... Well, then his own search would resume. His search to find the man in red...  
 
    To find answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The Fateful Three 
 
      
 
    The Wild North, Eon 
 
      
 
    A chill wind passed through the plains of northern Eon, causing dark blades of spiny grass to bend at the stalk and blood-red flowers to curl up within themselves.  Spirit beasts once playful and lively had retreated into their holes, and birds once soaring through the air had left for safer skies... though it wasn’t because of the weather. 
 
    The area had reacted to the presence of Ayzeth Kaito. 
 
    The devil adept stood at the center of the empty field, his blood-red skin and curved horns laid bare, his spirit aura unveiled for the world to see.  Destructive energy swirled around his form like a tempest, turning the ground at his feet to cinders and the air around his body to ash.  Environmental destruction was a mere side-effect of channeling devil aura, though it was suitable, given the raw and unbridled power of the spirit. 
 
    Ayzeth raised a pair of clawed fists into the air as he pushed his channeling further, extending his aura of destruction until a hundred paces of nature had been completely destroyed.  It felt good to let loose and unleash a bit of his power, to wipe clean everything that stood in his wake.  He couldn’t lie though... it would feel so much better to have a target under his boot.  What was power if you didn’t have any enemy to feel it’s squeeze? 
 
    Feeling a strain in his meridians, Ayzeth withdrew his spirit and began to prepare his body for a second push, allowing the destructive energy to resonate in his soul.  However, he paused as his spirkai senses picked up something in the distance... 
 
    Company had arrived. 
 
    To his left, he felt the ground shake as if it were trembling under the oppressive weight of a giant’s footsteps.  The shaking grew in intensity, stronger and stronger until finally, a figure appeared on the horizon.   
 
    Standing nearly eight feet tall, the man’s body brimmed with muscle so defined that it looked as though he been cut from stone.  Grayish skin covered his body and inky black hair sat in a disheveled mess atop his head.  The man wore little, save for a pair of loose-fitting pants with a dozen different pockets and a thick leather strap that held a golden axe in place across his back.  The giant killer himself, Dakkon Kaito had arrived. 
 
    “Brother, it’s a pleasure to see you,” Ayzeth said, meeting the man’s passive stair with an intense look of his own. 
 
    Dakkon sighed, unhooking his axe and slamming it into the ground before using its haft as a place to sit.  “Who needs to die?” the mountain of a man asked, his voice deep yet dismissive.  “I’ve got a tankard of witchblood ale warming and number of young women waiting to accompany me to my bed...  I’d rather make this quick.” 
 
    Ayzeth rolled his eyes as his brother continued to ramble about what an inconvenience this meeting had brought him.  Dakkon had always been one to delve into the finer things in life, often ignoring his responsibilities to his guild or anyone else.  Still, Ayzeth could look past that.  Because when it came to killing someone with their bare hands, there was no equal. 
 
    “One of the Bonaduce boys has been spotted alive and en route to Shadowreach,” Ayzeth finally responded, drawing a look of surprise from Dakkon.  “I presume you know what must be done.” 
 
    A wicked grin spread over the giant man’s face as he considered what was to come.  “I did quite enjoy choking the life out of those pitiful fools in the steel brotherhood...  Perhaps this won’t be so bad.  Though I must ask… where’s our third?” 
 
    As Dakkon spoke, a third figure emerged from behind the man’s hulking frame.  This man was much smaller than the other two, his body covered in thick, runic wrappings and concealed by a tattered, brown cloak.  He crouched with an almost animalistic posture as he made his way in between them, black eyes ominously wavering between the pair.  And though he appeared to possess little physical strength, a vile energy swirled in the man’s dark core. 
 
    “Brother, so good to see you,” Ayzeth said, a distinct bit of feigned excitement in his tone.  The third to join them was none other Kazuka Kaito, the endless nightmare. 
 
    “So, what do I owe the pleasure, my brethren?” Kazuka asked, his voice raspy and crude.  “I heard that we are to hunt... a Bonaduce?”  Though he wasn’t much of a physical combatant, his unique dream aura was enough to make any man run in terror. 
 
    Dakkon merely shot him a look of disgust, forcing Ayzeth to respond.  “You are correct, brother.” 
 
    “And do we have any... restrictions?” 
 
    Ayzeth smiled, quickly understanding where his brother’s questioning was going.  A restricted assignment was one that required care... where the lives of bystanders had to be considered whether it be for political reasons or otherwise.  However, this particular kill was not one of those cases. 
 
    “None,” Ayzeth, drawing a nod out of Kazuka and a grin from Dakkon.  Despite their differences, the trio of adepts couldn’t deny their collective penchant for bloodshed, an unhealthy desire that was rarely sated. 
 
    “Then we should get moving,” Kazuka urged as he rose to a standing position.  “Any Bonaduce left alive is a tarnish on our legacy... and it has been far too long since I’ve spilled some blood.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    A long-awaited Arrival 
 
      
 
    The outskirts of Shadowreach, Northern Eon 
 
      
 
    Roy marveled at the sights before him as the airship approached Shadowreach, the city of outlaws and shadows.  He couldn’t help but feel small as they closed in on the sprawling cityscape as if he were an insect being tossed into a jungle of steel and stone. 
 
    As the ship drew closer to the city, Roy noticed some stark differences between Shadowreach and their former home, Atherune.  Unlike the city of Jade, Shadowreach wasn’t protected by any massive golems or sealed by any intricate runes.  Rather, the city was merely surrounded by a simple stone wall, barely tall enough to contain its thousands of alleys that oozed with danger and opportunity. 
 
    “I bet you’re wondering where the city’s defenses are,” Remley said as if he somehow read the expression on Roy’s face.  “Well, the city is actually under the protection of the Spirit Magus, Argo Zael.  His gravitational aura is so powerful that the man can single-handedly create a barrier that protects the city from the Vale.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes widened for a moment.  Spirit Magus… that meant the man was at least rank eleven.  With that kind of power, Argo could likely obliterate him and the entirety of his guild in a single breath!   
 
    Roy quickly steeled his nerves.  “So... he just protects the place out of the kindness of his own heart?” 
 
    Remley chuckled.  “More like protecting his own.  Legend has it that Argo Zael rose to power as one of the second age’s most powerful adepts, a potential asset to even the greatest guilds.  However, due to his erratic behavior, he was treated as an outcast by the realm’s main factions.” 
 
    “So he fled to Shadowreach?” Roy asked. 
 
    “No,” Remley said.  “He created Shadowreach... a haven for outcasts and outlaws, for rogues and rebels... and for those too strange to belong anywhere else.”  As Remley spoke, an almost maniacal grin spread across his face, and Roy was certain that Rem would fit in here just fine. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments later, the Blazing Falcon passed over the city walls and began circling to the city’s western side where a structure awaiting them that was larger than life.  Reaching the heights of a small tower, the rectangular building sported hundreds of docking platforms.  Some were occupied by airships or other flying devices that Roy didn’t recognize, while others remained empty, awaiting the city’s next arrival. 
 
    Roy’s gaze shifted to Leila as she stood confidently at the ship’s bow, manipulating the control sphere in her grasp, bringing the vessel in with a slow descent until it rested firmly on one of the empty platforms.  Seconds later, a man strode out of the tower and onto the platform, greeting the crew with a sigh.  He was shorter than Roy with a large belly that pressed tightly against his white shirt and a body that was covered in thick, orange and white fur.  With pointed ears and long whiskers, Roy couldn’t help but wonder if one of the man’s parents happened to be a cat. 
 
    “Feilynx,” Remley whispered into his ear, once again noticing the confusion in Roy’s eyes.  “an off-breed of human created through some crazed alchemist’s experimentations...  Quite popular in Shadowreach, not so popular anywhere else.” 
 
    Roy nodded, then returned his attention to Leila, still curious about just how all this worked. 
 
    As the cat-man approached, he pulled out a small runic clipboard and rested it on his stomach.    With another sigh, he gazed up at Leila with an uninterested look and said, “Name?” 
 
    “Leila Aurora Rose,” she replied, her voice firm. 
 
    The cat man let out a slight snarl as if the name was too long for him to bother writing.  “Vessel?” he continued. 
 
    “Class A Skycutter... unregistered.” 
 
    “Length of stay?” 
 
    “Indefinite,” Leila responded, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    The cat-man grumbled as he used his claw to jot down a few notes.  “Last question,” he growled.  “Do you or anyone in your crew carry any bounties, possess any mortal enemies, or hold any eternal grudges that may put me or any of the other operators of this shipyard in immediate danger?” 
 
    Leila smirked and Quinn nearly spit out his reed before shouting, “who doesn’t?” 
 
    The cat-man let out another grumble then offered the clipboard up to Leila.  “Sign here.”  She responded by channeling a tiny bit of spirit energy into her index finger and pressing it into the document, a signature far more effective than simple ink. 
 
    With a sigh, the cat-man took a final look over the clipboard before tucking it away into a sack slung across his chest.  “Your vessel is now under the protection of the Feilynx of Shadowreach, and to that extent the Spirit Magus, Argo Zael. Enjoy your stay in the city of rogue adepts...” 
 
    Leila gave the feilynx a slight bow, then began to lead the others off the platform.  However, another growl from the cat-man brought her pause. 
 
    “Just one more thing,” he said, extending a clawed hand towards the fearless captain.  “Payment.” 
 
    Leila nervously bit her bottom lip and Roy had to wonder just what she was thinking?  Had she assumed this was going to be free? 
 
    An awkward silence fell over the platform as the feilynx began to tap his hairy foot impatiently.  That didn’t last long though, for seconds later each member of the Sky Wolves turned their gaze to the loan member of their group with a full coin purse attached to their hip... Yoshiro. 
 
    The water adept promptly returned their looks with a glare before muttering “I hate you all.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As Roy and the others began their trek through the streets of Shadowreach, that feeling of being incredibly small had returned.  Stone buildings towered over him, peaking towards the heavens while infinitely dark alleys invited trouble with their shadowy allure.  Numerous other establishments lined the cobblestone streets, including taverns that flourished with life and strange buildings sealed tight like fortresses.  By the gods...  If Atherune had been a city, then Shadowreach was a sprawling metropolis! 
 
    Even more stunning than the sights before Roy were the energies assaulting his senses.  Adepts from all walks of life populated the streets, many possessing strange and unusual auras that prodded at his spirit.  Beyond that, he could feel deeper powers hidden within the bowels of the city of the likes he’d never encountered before.  He would never admit it openly, but the feeling made his spirit shudder.  
 
    “Well, we’re here... now what?” Kimoura asked, speaking directly to Leila as she folded her arms over her chest.  Roy could see a certain resolve in the light adept’s eyes as her gaze lingered on the path ahead.  It was as if being here had reminded her what it took to survive on the streets… in an unforgiving place like this. 
 
    Leila’s nose twitched as she examined their surroundings, gathering every bit of information that she could.  “Our first objective is shelter.  After that, we need to find a stable source of income.  With no guilds around, there’s gotta be plenty of open contracts.” 
 
    “Contracts?” Roy asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied.  “Dangerous jobs that typically require a bit of muscle.  Bounty hunting, guard duty, armed escorting...  Those in need of service use contracts so they don’t have to pay out until the job is finished.” 
 
    “And if you happen to die on the job, then they keep their money and find someone who can complete it,” Quinn added, shaking his head.  “Though I’d be a bit more concerned about finding a safe place to sleep.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should split up to cover more ground,” Remley offered, interjecting himself into the discussion.  “Leila... you, Quinn and Yoshiro can go and try secure us some temporary housing, while Roy, Kimoura and I grift about and find some contracts for us to get started on.  I mean, if you find someone that will house us on the cheap, then I’m certain Yoshiro wouldn’t mind chipping in just one more time.” 
 
    The old adept turned his gaze to Remley, the aura in his eyes burning like the rage of a thousand suns.  “I may have helped temper your body, boy... but don’t think I won’t break you down and use you for crafting parts!” 
 
    Remley’s eyes widened but his grin remained.  “Now, now.  There’s no need for violence.  Once we’re back on our feet, you’ll be the richest one in the guild!” 
 
    Yoshiro let out a long, drawn-out sigh before drawing his aura back in.  “Get on with it then...” 
 
    “It’s settled, then,” Leila said, taking back control of the situation.  “Quinn and the old man’ll come with me to find lodging.  Rem, go find us some contracts we can knock out quickly.  I don’t want to be begging for food on the streets in a few days.  We meet there at sundown.”   
 
    Leila turned and pointed to a tavern in the distance.  The building had a rustic feel to it, with walls of red and a faded gold trim decorating its exterior. Above its door hung the symbol of a fiery bird, its wings wrapped tightly around a foaming mug. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Location discovered: The Weeping Phoenix Tavern 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy noted the location of the tavern with his spirit scan, just Incase Remley decided to take them on one of his detours. 
 
    “Everyone clear?” Leila asked. 
 
    Remley leaned forward and gave the woman a playful slap on the back.  “Clear as crystal, Captain.” 
 
    It was then Roy realized that Remley must’ve had a death wish. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It only took a moment for Leila and the others to disappear into the bustle of the city’s streets, leaving Roy, Kimoura, and Remley to their own devices...  Well, mostly Remley’s devices seeing that he was the only one with any sort of experience in a situation like this. 
 
    Still a bit awestruck, Roy’s gaze shifted from the looming darksteel towers to the crowded boulevards before finally, his sights settled on Kimoura.  One might assume that the woman was out of place in a city like this, with her body covered in little more than a simple tunic, hand wrappings and a pair of thigh-high leather boots that she’d adopted for travel.  However, the look of resolve in her eyes told Roy that she was more than ready for anything. 
 
    Kimoura immediately noticed Roy’s gaze lingering on her and stepped forward.  Without saying a word, she reached for his hand, entwining her fingers in his and allowing their spirit auras to swirl in a beautiful display of darkness and light. 
 
    Remley turned to address the two with his plans, though he paused as he noticed how close the two had gotten.  A soft smile stretched across his face, one far more genuine than those that had come before.  “Why don’t I go find us a contract and let you two enjoy the city for a bit.” 
 
    Roy raised a brow and Kimoura went wide-eyed.  “Wait… are you sure, Rem?” she asked.  “I mean-“ 
 
    “Of course, I’m sure,” he interjected, placing a hand on either of their shoulders.  “We’ve been on the run for weeks and you two have been through quite the ordeal.  You deserve a few hours to yourselves.  And besides, you don’t have anything to worry about with those tempered bodies of yours.” 
 
    Kimoura turned and looked to Roy, a glimmer of hope in her eyes.  He returned that look with a grin.   
 
    “Fair enough,” Roy replied, squeezing Kimoura’s hand just a bit tighter.  “We’ll meet you at sundown then?” 
 
    Remley tipped his wide-brimmed hat and gave the void adept a slick grin.  “And not a moment later.”  Then he pulled his red coat a bit tighter and dashed down a nearby alley. 
 
    And just like that, they were alone. 
 
    Roy turned his gaze back to Kimoura as he took a moment to absorb the situation, to admire the fiercely beautiful adept standing at his side.  It was true, the two of them were given little to no privacy aboard the Blazing Falcon, and a great deal of the time that they did have together was spent meditating or preparing for ascension.  Honestly, he was a bit relieved to have some time alone with her, even if it was just for a few hours. 
 
    “Shall we?” he asked. 
 
    Kimoura brushed blue locks of hair out of her eyes and gave him a wink.  “Let’s do it!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Time seemed to fly as the pair made their way through the streets of Shadowreach, each of them drawn in by the allure of the city of rogue adepts.  Slowly, they made their way towards the city’s center, merely enjoying the company that one another provided and the freedom they had so rightfully earned.   
 
    Turning down one of the many side-streets, the pair spotted a small garden of wildflowers growing on the side of the road.  The greenery was actually a welcome sight to Roy...  A small patch of life amongst a sea of metal and stone. 
 
    Kimoura reached down and carefully plucked a pair of flowers from the garden, placing one in her hair and tucking the other into Roy’s tunic. 
 
    “Perfect!” she said as she looked the man over, a wide grin now on her face. 
 
    “I don’t know if it suits me...” Roy replied as he reached for the blossom.  Kimoura reacted instantly, reaching out and snatching his wrist. 
 
    “Leave it,” she said, playfully pleading with him as she guided his hand back to his side.  “You’re a bit gruff, and I like it... but, it’s like a reminder, you know?  That you have a sweet side too.” 
 
    Roy chuckled.  “If you say so.  But just so you know, I-“ 
 
    The void adept’s words were cut short as a chorus of cheers erupted in the distance.  He looked off to his left, peering down the cobblestone street where more cries echoed from within a circular, stone dome. 
 
    “What in Lyra’s light is that?” Kimoura asked seconds after a spike of spirit energy erupted from the dome’s center. 
 
    “Hold on,” Roy said, bringing a pair of fingers up to his temple and activating his spirit scan.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Location discovered:  The Pit 
 
      
 
    A fighting arena located at the center of Shadowreach that houses both exhibition and tournament-style fights.  The Pit is considered a central hub of the city of rogues, featuring social gathering points, various food vendors and a lucrative gambling ring. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy adjusted his scan so that the information became visible to her through a translucent display.  Her eyes seemed to light up as she read over the information, and Roy was certain that he felt her spirit flare up just a bit. 
 
    “We should check it out,” she said, trying to mask the excitement in her voice.  “I’d love to watch a good fight.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Roy replied.  “But maybe we can find a shortcut.” 
 
    He hadn’t really noticed at first, but the crowd gathering in the streets seemed to grow denser the closer it got to The Pit.  However, the vast network of alleyways running between the adjacent buildings seemed far less contested... in fact, they were all but empty. 
 
    “Let’s go! Kimoura yelled emphatically.  Then she swung around to Roy’s flank and leapt onto his back, wrapping her arms around his neck and her legs tightly around his waist. 
 
    Roy still hadn’t adjusted to the woman’s absurd level of quirkiness, but he couldn’t help but smile as he felt the warmth of her body press against his back.  There was just something about her, a primal connection that he seemed to resonate in his soul... 
 
    Not wanting to waste another moment, Roy began to navigate the adjacent alley, leaping over a small fence before cutting between a pair of tall buildings that reminded him of office buildings from Earth.  Even with the light adept on his back, his newly tempered body afforded him a superior level of agility.  
 
    As he neared the end of the alleyway Kimoura leapt from his back, grabbing his shoulder and bringing him to a halt.  “Did you feel that?” she asked, voice low and eyes darting from shadow to shadow. 
 
    “Wha-“ Roy began to ask, though a sudden shudder in his aura told him everything he needed to know... 
 
    They were not alone. 
 
    Two silhouettes appeared at the mouth of the alley, one wielding a giant hammer and the other a pair of over-sized steel gauntlets.  He couldn’t see their faces, but his spirit scan told him they were of third rank.... similar to the other pair that now approached their flank. 
 
    “We’re surrounded,” Roy said as Kimoura pressed her back against his.  “What do you suppose we should do?” 
 
    Kimoura responded but letting her aura flare as she raised her fists into a fighting stance... the only answer he needed. 
 
    Roy grinned, drawing his void aura out until it enveloped him like a cloak, his eyes locked on his approaching foes.  It was time to truly put his new body to the test. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Rumble in the Reach 
 
      
 
    The streets of Shadowreach, Northern Eon 
 
      
 
    Roy steeled himself as the pair of adepts began their approach, weapons brandished and spirit auras burning to life.  A quick pass with his spirit scan told him he was up against a pair of rank three Spiriteka, one a wind adept with the warden specialization and the other a force adept with the brawler spec...  and neither with a divine power. 
 
    He could work with that. 
 
    “I'm going to suggest that you come with us,” one of the adepts said as he took another step in Roy’s direction.  As they approached, Roy noticed a symbol on each of their tunics... a ram’s head surrounded by a pair of warhammers. 
 
    “Don’t count on it,” Roy replied, cracking his knuckles as a thin line of spirit energy danced across his fingers.  There was no way in Hell he’d be giving himself up in a place like this, or ever for that matter. 
 
    The man cast his hood back, revealing a smug grin.  “I was hoping you’d say that.”  Then he hoisted his over-sized hammer into the air and charged. 
 
    Roy stepped to his side, placing his right hand on the wall as he channeled divine energy into his palm. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Divine Power: Deep Freeze 
 
    ///////// 
 
      
 
    Radiant blue energy danced across the wall, forming into an icy spire that jutted horizontally across the alleyway.  The wind adept let out a growl as the spire intercepted his charge, slamming into his side and pinning him against the alley’s far wall. 
 
    A breath later, the force adept appeared, leaping over the ice spire with a technique forming in his armored hands. Roy took aim at the attacker with his left hand, pouring void energy into his index finger as he timed the adept’s descent. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Void Skill: Aura Bullet 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    A sphere of black-violet energy exploded from his hand, cutting through the air as it headed directly for the man’s chest.  However, the force adept proved a bit more cunning than his counterpart. 
 
    Abandoning his technique, the adept pointed a gauntlet into the air, releasing a pulse of force energy that sent him spiraling away from the aura bullet.  With a second pulse of aura, he changed his trajectory again, sending him on a collision course with Roy! 
 
    A thunderous boom echoed through the alleyway as an armored gauntlet slammed into the center of Roy’s abdomen.  The force of the blow sent him sliding back on the balls of his feet, causing dirt and dust to spew into the air.  It was a strike powerful enough to crack stone and one that would’ve left the old Roy doubled over in agony.  But with his tidal fury body and a vast reserve of spirit energy coursing through his channels, he felt little more than a dull pain. 
 
    “My turn,” Roy growled before toggling his void boxing on and leaping back into the fray.  Years of martial training flooded his memory in an instant, infiltrating his spirit and allowing him to attack with the speed of a wolf hunting its prey.   
 
    Roy fired off a jab and followed with a right hook, landing flush with the first attack and partially connecting the second, forcing the man’s head to snap back.  However, a third strike was parried by an oversized gauntlet and a fourth completely missed as the force adept regained his composure and managed to lean out of the way.   
 
    Frustrated, Roy pursued the man, taking aim with another right hook.  Unfortunately, his opponent was not completely devoid of martial prowess.  A gauntlet closed on Roy’s fist, intercepting his punch mid-strike and holding him fast.  A second gauntlet swung in, fueled with so much force aura that Roy was certain it would knock off his head. 
 
    The counterpunch smashed into Roy’s cheek, knocking him off his feet and sending his body crashing into the alley’s wall. 
 
    “You fight like an outrealmer,” the force adept said as Roy’s body slumped onto the cobblestone, a thin line of blood now running down his cheek.  His body had managed to absorb most of the damage, but his head was still ringing from such a thunderous blow.   
 
    Roy’s spirit shuddered as he sensed his opponent’s calculated approach, as he heard the man’s taunts, as he felt the hammer wielder breaking free of his icy prison.  Even worse, he could hear shouting as Kimoura fought her own battle at the other end of the alley.  These men were a real threat... 
 
    It was time he treated them like one. 
 
    Roy rose back to his feet, allowing his void aura to flare and his eyes to flood with spirit energy.  His left hand shifted to his belt, grasping the handle of his runic baton as his right hand began to draw divine energy into his palm.  “You wanna see how an outrealmer really fights?” Roy growled.  “Then let me show you.” 
 
    A ring of dust rose from the ground as Roy erupted out of his stance, charging directly at his opponent’s location.  The force adept responded in kind, slamming his gauntlets together and creating a pulse of force energy that was meant to slow Roy’s approach.  Unfortunately for him, the void adept proved far too cunning to be stopped by that. 
 
    Roy pointed his right hand toward the ground, releasing a pulse of divine energy and creating a small pillar of ice beneath his feet.  An instant later he was propelled into the air by the ice, narrowly avoiding the wave of force aura as he glided above his opponent.   
 
    As Roy descended, he used his left hand to retrieve his baton, a weapon he’d modified with his own two hands.  Runic markings on the handle of the baton came to life as a violet, crystalline blade extended from its end.  It wasn’t sharp nor was it meant for cutting.  No, Roy had created this weapon to bludgeon his opponents like a spirit-infused club... 
 
    Roy equipped the Void blade. 
 
    With a quick, violent swing Roy’s weapon struck the top of his opponent’s head, splitting his flesh and sending a line of blood spraying across the cobblestone.  The void adept followed up with an empowered kick to the man’s chest, sending him sprawling across the crimson-stained stone. 
 
    Before he could take a single breath, Roy’s first opponent charged back in, having broken free from his pillar of ice.  A furious swing with his hammer nearly took Roy’s head off, and a second had him leaping away to dodge the blow. 
 
    Roy steadied himself mere feet from his attacker then immediately returned fire with a volley of his own.  Gripping his void blade in both hands, he battered the weapon against the wind adept’s hammer, putting him on the defensive and forcing the man to fight off his back foot. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Roy to notice the skill discrepancy that he and his attacker shared.  Sure, the man was of equal rank to him, but his movements were sluggish and his attacks unrefined, undisciplined. 
 
    Yes, Roy could definitely work with that. 
 
    The former officer stepped forward and attacked high, swinging his void blade down with a vicious overhead strike.  As expected, the wind adept lifted his hammer to block, leaving the lower portion of his body fully exposed.  Roy responded swiftly, shifting his weight and delivering a precise kick to the side of the man’s knee, forcing him to buckle under the force of the strike.   
 
    Smelling blood, Roy moved with the ferocity of an apex predator, unleashing a vicious combo as the adept tried to rise.  He led with a blade-strike to the ribs, followed by another leg-kick, a knee to the solar plexus and finishing with a pommel-strike to the nose.   
 
    The man let out a growl of anger as he stumbled away, hands working furiously to forge a windwall technique and cut Roy off.   
 
      
 
    ///////// 
 
    Wind skill: Windwall 
 
    ///////// 
 
      
 
    Clearly, the man had sensed his demise, and thought to use the skill as an escape tactic…  Roy merely cut through it with his void blade before finishing him with a front kick to the chin. 
 
    The alleyway suddenly felt very quiet as Roy stood over his two assailants, their unconscious bodies laid out across the cobblestone.  After taking a deep breath and gathering himself, he turned to see how Kimoura had fared with her own attackers, the other pair of adepts who had tried to cut them off.  It came as little surprise to see the woman leaned up against the alley wall, her hand wraps painted red with blood and a smirk stretched across her face. 
 
    “Beat ya,” she said, giving Roy a playful wink.   He found it amazing how quickly she could switch from fearsome fighter back to playful companion, as if the combat didn’t bother her in the slightest. 
 
    “I didn’t know we were racing,” he replied as his eyes wandered over to her opponents.  Each of the adepts were unconscious, their bodies propped up against the far wall, noses broken and faces battered.  Roy hadn’t had the opportunity to scan the men when they were conscious, but regardless he was impressed with how efficiently she had dealt with the threat. 
 
    Slowly, Roy’s gaze returned to Kimoura.  “So... whaddya think that was about?!  I mean, is that the kinda shit we should expect from this place?” 
 
    Kimoura shrugged.  “I grew up in a city like this, and sure there were attacks, but... something about this just feels off.  They were too organized, like they were watching... waiting for us.  And look, they’re all wearing this on their tunics.”  Kimoura crouched beside one of the unconscious bodies and placed two fingers on the symbol attached to his tunic, a ram’s head with a pair of hammers. 
 
    Roy narrowed his eyes, activating his spirit scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Searching Guild database... 
 
    Searching... 
 
      
 
    No data found 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy sighed. “I got nothin,” 
 
    “Me neither,” Kimoura said, rising back to her feet.  She was right... something about this didn’t sit well with him.  Perhaps if they could backtrack and find Remley, then he could- 
 
    “Look out!” Kimoura’s sudden shout filled the alleyway, tearing Roy from his thoughts as a steel blade cut through the alley and nearly took off his head.  His spirit aura flared as he turned to meet their attacker, but another blade slammed into the ground just inches below his groin, causing him to gasp.  
 
    On the far end of the alley stood another newcomer, though this one looked far more formidable than those previous.  Dressed in a thin layer of metal interwoven with her tunic, the woman sported a pair of thin blades slung across her back in the shape of an X.  Atop her head the left side of her hair dangled freely over her face while the right side appeared shaven, revealing a look in her eyes that echoed pure resolve.  What had Roy puzzled though was the strange, ghostly appearance of the woman’s right arm.  It was as if the limb was ethereal, as though it was made from her soul rather than her flesh. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Name: Ezry 
 
    Metal Adept 
 
    Rank: 4th 
 
    Specialization:  Blade dancer 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    -Outrealmer- 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “We can take her,” Roy growled as he stepped over the blade in front of him and drew black-violet spirit energy into his fists.  The woman opposite him was sporting the ram symbol similar to the adepts they’d dispatched earlier, though hers seemed to be crafted out of a much finer metal.  It was clear she had come to finish what they’d started. 
 
    “I... don’t think so,” Kimoura replied, drawing a look of surprise from Roy.  With reluctance, the woman pointed upwards, bringing to his attention the dozen or so adepts descending the walls in their direction.  He hated to admit it, but with numbers like those, it was all too clear that they weren’t winning this fight. 
 
    “Dammit,” Roy muttered, clenching his fists just a bit tighter.  Ezry gave a little flex of her own in response, conjuring another thin, metal blade in her left palm.   
 
    “Don’t be heroic,” she said.  “That never ends well.  “Just release your spirits and come with me.” 
 
    “Where the Hell do you plan on taking us?” Roy growled, unwilling to relinquish himself so easily. 
 
    Ezry shifted her gaze from Roy to Kimoura, allowing the tension to thicken in the already tight alley.  “To my boss,” she finally replied, her voice cold like steel.  “She’s been expecting you... and I don’t suggest you make her wait.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    An Outralemer’s Common Ground 
 
      
 
    The streets of Shadowreach, Northern Eon 
 
      
 
    An uncomfortable silence lingered over Roy as he and Kimoura walked side by side, an entourage of armed adepts surrounding them from all directions and the group’s stoic leader following closely at their back.   
 
    The adepts led them through a network of alleys and passageways, hustling them along and keeping them out of the greater public eye.  With every turn they made, Roy watched his likelihood of escaping diminish.  His eyes darted in every direction, carefully calculating the distance he needed to cover in order to reach freedom... and yet, he knew that was pointless.  With the number of adepts surrounding him, he’d be massacred in seconds.  Perhaps that was why he had remained calm... if they were really planning to kill him or Kimoura, wouldn’t they’d have done it already? 
 
    After several more moments of being led around, the group came to a stop in front of a massive, rectangular tower.  The building was nestled among a large grouping of similar structures, its walls made of ordinary stone and devoid of any identifying marks. 
 
    “We’re here,” Ezry said, passing between Roy and Kimoura as she made her way to the building’s large, iron doors.  Rather than knock, the woman removed the circular metal ram symbol from her tunic and pressed it into a round slot near the door.  A second later, the grinding of gears could be heard as the doors swung open, granting them entrance. 
 
    Some of the adepts began to file in but Roy resisted, drawing a look of ire from Ezry.  “Are you gonna tell us what the Hell we’re walking into?” he growled. 
 
    Ezry sighed, eyeing the man as if she were contemplating striking him down right there and being done with it.  “Listen, if you’d prefer to fend for yourself on the streets then that’s fine by me, but you’d be a fool to not hear what my boss has to say.” 
 
    “I thought we didn’t have a choice,” Roy shot back. 
 
    Ezry grimaced.  “You don’t, I was just getting tired of your protests every dozen paces.” 
 
    Roy began to gear himself up for a response, but Kimoura grabbed his arm and interjected. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, giving the woman a slight nod.  “Take us up.” 
 
    Roy cocked his head and gave Kimoura an odd look, but she merely smiled back at him, conveying a confidence that helped soothe his soul.  Whatever awaited them beyond those doors, they would face together. 
 
    A breath later, Ezry led the pair into the building, blades swaying on her hips as she walked.  Once inside, Roy was caught off guard by the lavish nature of the place’s interior.  Hand-crafted furniture sat atop thick, ornate rugs woven into masterful, eye-catching designs.  On the left side of the room, an eloquently-dressed man stood behind a long, stone-countertop bar, his hand pushing a rag around in slow, concise circles.  And at the far end of the room awaited a thin steel gate that seemed to house some sort of lift. 
 
    “In,” Ezry instructed as two of her constituents pulled open the gate.  A second later three members of her group entered the small rectangular structure followed by Roy, Kimoura and finally Ezry herself. 
 
    The blade dancer was silent as she pressed an index finger into the lift’s control panel, channeling spirit energy into the contraption until it came to life. 
 
    “Didn’t know this realm had elevators,” Roy said as he felt the floor below him begin to rise. 
 
    “There called spirit lifts,” one of the ram adepts corrected, drawing a chuckle from the others. 
 
    “Every damn thing in this realm is prefaced by the word spirit,” Roy grumbled, drawing another round of laughs.  Ezry, however, gave the man a very studied look. 
 
    “Elevator... that’s an earth word,” she said, her tone almost quizzical. 
 
    “It’s where I lived until I was shot and my soul got shipped off to Eon.,” Roy replied.  “Why, you’ve been there?” 
 
    Ezry grit her teeth, as if the question stung at her.  “I was born there, though my memories are fleeting.  I know that I was a soldier in the US army.  Then something happened and I ended up in the realm of Aetheria, where I was once again a soldier...” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    Ezry sighed.  “Then I was murdered by this bitch named the Blade Mistress... killed fighting someone else’s war.  But like you, my soul ended up here,” 
 
    “Why continue fighting?” Kimoura interjected, her tone almost remorseful after listening to the woman’s short yet violent history. 
 
    “I guess it’s in my blood,” Ezry replied, running her fingers over the handle of one of her blades.  “I used to be a sniper, then an archer… but this time is different though... no more bows and no more pointless wars.  This time I fight for her and her alone.” 
 
    Roy fully understood the pain of being stripped of your life, only to be plunged into this crazy, violent realm.  In fact, it was almost reassuring to see another earthling alive and thriving in this place.  It gave him hope for his future… 
 
    “So, who’s her?” Roy finally asked, folding his arms over his chest. 
 
    Ezry smirked as the lift came to a sudden, jarring halt and the doors behind them flung open.  “My boss.” 
 
    Roy’s lips parted, letting out a slight gasp as he took of sight of what lied beyond the lift.  Red velvet sofas sat atop glossy wood floors, encircling what appeared to be a rug made of some nightmarish beast’s fur.  On the walls hung a number of blades, some old and some new, accompanied by the mantled heads of several spirit beasts put on display as grizzly trophies.   
 
    At the room’s center, a woman sat atop a darksteel throne, bare legs crossed and one slender foot bobbing impatiently.  Thin, blue cloth cling to the woman’s soft, curvy frame and vibrant, blonde hair draped below her shoulders, drawing Roy’s gaze to the plunging neckline of her tunic.  By all accounts she was gorgeous... perhaps dangerously so. 
 
    However, despite the strange display of trophies and the beautifully clad woman, what caught Roy by surprise the most was the foursome sitting on the velvet couch to his right.  Seated quietly and wearing varied levels of annoyance and amusement on their faces were the four other members of his scrappy guild of misfits... the Sky Wolves. 
 
    “Have a seat,” the woman in the throne said, motioning Roy and Kimoura to one of the empty velvet sofas.   
 
    Kimoura began to move but Roy resisted, his gaze turning to the others as his confusion began to grow.  “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Remley turned in his seat to meet Roy’s gaze, a nervous smile painted across his face.  “Royboy, I’d like you to meet Seline, the glorious silver dragon... and my sister.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Family Reunion 
 
      
 
    Seline’s Tower, Eon 
 
      
 
    With everything that had happened since his time on earth, being blindsided was something Roy should’ve been used to by now.  And yet here he was, captured and standing in a room with a woman Remley called his sister! 
 
    “So much for an evening off,” Roy muttered as he begrudgingly found a seat next to Kimoura, his spirit aura simmering in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    Seline’s eyes followed him, studying his features with interest.  “You know, you look remarkably similar to my late brother Rygan,” she said, her tone soft yet spoken by someone who was very much in control. 
 
    “Never heard of you,” Roy replied, adding a bit of snark into his voice as he cut his eyes at Remley. 
 
    Seline let out a single, forced laugh.  “As expected, my brother prefers to speak in half-truths, always keeping important bits of information to himself to use later like an arsenal of secret weapons.  It would only make sense that he didn’t mention his eldest sister… isn’t that right, Rem?” 
 
    “You know me too well, dear sister,” Remley replied, a bit of venom in his overly cheery tone.  “But perhaps it's important to note that I thought you were long dead.” 
 
    “Then I hope you find my survival a pleasant surprise,” Seline replied.  “You should’ve known that I was far too cunning to fall to a group of overzealous assassins…” 
 
    “Like father did?” Remley retorted, creating a tangible unease in the chamber. 
 
      Seline shifted in her seat, allowing her gaze to center on Remley for what seemed like an infinitely long second before grinning and turning her attention to the group as a whole.  “Well, now that everyone has arrived, I suppose it’s time to explain why you are all here.” 
 
    “You think?” Leila interjected, crossing her legs and matching the woman’s posture. 
 
    Seline’s lips parted, forming a wide grin that looked strikingly similar to her brother’s.  “Oh, I like her...” she continued.  “But back to my point.  The reason I’ve brought you all here is simple.  It’s because… of love.” 
 
    Roy took a quick glance around the room and found the others wearing looks of confusion...  Well, except for Yoshiro who seemed to be laughing hysterically.   
 
    “Love?” the old fisherman snorted.  “Why, this family is the biggest group of nutjobs this realm has ever laid eyes on.  Please, please... tell me more.” 
 
    Seline rolled her eyes before averting her gaze back to Roy and the others.  “You see, my family founded the Steel Brotherhood, quite possibly the greatest guild to have ever existed on this wretched realm. We were a juggernaut among the other guilds, and yet... still we were not strong enough to quell the darkness of the veil.  That’s why my father, Tiberius Bonaduce sought to form the legendary guild pact.  He had a vision of bringing the realm’s mightiest guilds together to form a coalition strong enough to snuff out the dark guilds and the vile darkbeasts for good.  However, the dark guilds and their gods proved to be far more cunning than we expected.  Before the guild pact could be fully realized, the leader of the Endless Serpent Guild put a hit out on the Bonaduce family, and any other person involved in the pact.... and they called it the Bounty of Blades.”  
 
    “Eager to earn a quick coin, the smaller guilds began imploding and alliances crumbled as everyone sought the blood of my family and the other elite guilds of Eon. We fought tooth and nail for our supremacy, but when we found ourselves at our weakest...” Seline paused to draw in a calming breath before continuing.  “The dark guilds moved in for the kill.  That bastard Jeryn Blackstar murdered my father… he nearly eradicated my entire bloodline.  However, the Steel Brotherhood was a massive organization and my father had many heirs, allowing a few of us to slip through the cracks.  Remley and Rygan were fortunate enough to remain hidden in Atherune, the dark guilds believing them to be dead or defected with no ability to wield the Brotherhood’s insignia.  And I...  well, I don’t die so easy.” 
 
    Roy took a second to peer around the room and study the other’s expressions.  Remley’s smile was gone, a pained expression now painted onto his face and a single tear running down his pale cheek.  Who could blame him though, seeing that the man’s past was being dug up with such blatant disregard?  The others displayed varied levels of interest in Seline’s tale.... all except Leila, who seemed to be all but annoyed by the woman. 
 
    “You’ve said quite a few words,” Leila interjected.  “But none of them explain why you captured my crew and brought them here.  You say the reason is love and yet, you’ve done nothing but give us a history lesson and tear open your brother’s old wounds.” 
 
    Roy couldn’t help but smirk at Leila’s remark.  Even though the woman caused him a fair bit of grief, he couldn’t help but admire how fiercely she protected her own. 
 
    Seline was not so impressed. 
 
    “That history is precisely the reason I have you all here,” Seline rebuked, momentarily cutting her eyes at Leila before shifting her gaze around the room.  “The moment my brother activated his steel brotherhood insignia, he let every vile thing in the shadows know that the Bonaduce family still lives.  The dark ones will come for him and anyone that he cares for.  They will hunt all of you down until the bounty of blades has been fulfilled... and I’ll be damned if I let that happen.” 
 
    “Then what is your plan, dear sister?” Remley asked, his tone uncharacteristically somber. 
 
    “Simply put... I plan on protecting you, brother.  Guilds have been outlawed here in Shadowreach, but as you can see my little shadow organization has grown to be rather effective.  You and your crew can work for me as members of the Bronze Horns.  You’ll be paid, fed, and afforded some of the best housing this shadowy city can offer.” 
 
    Remley leaned forward in his seat, placing a hand upon his chin.  “If guilds are outlawed, then how do you operate such as organization?” 
 
    Seline smirked.  “From the shadows, when necessary.  Without a proper guild charter, the Bronze Horns are recognized as more of a business than anything else.  And besides... rumors have spread that the city’s spirit magus is going mad.  If he relinquishes control of the city, then we’ll be in the perfect position to take over.” 
 
    “Ever the opportunist...” Remley muttered, forcing a smile back onto his face. 
 
    “It is the family way,” Seline replied.  “But it’s also sensible.  I’ve remained well hidden in this city of outlaws, but if the dark ones here of me, then they’ll come for both of us with everything they have.  The blood pumping through our veins represents the last bit of hope that they’ve been unable to snuff out, and I fully intend to be ready for them when they come to snuff it out.  Now, what say you brother?  Will you accept my offer and join my organization?  Or will you brave the streets of Shadowreach on your own?” 
 
    Remley made a quick glance in Leila’s direction, meeting her eyes with his own before turning back to his sister.  “Will we be forced to disband our guild?” 
 
    Seline shook her head.  “Certainly not.  Your little group is far too small and without a sigil.  It won’t even register under the Spirit Magus’s watchful eye.” 
 
    Remley sighed.  “Then I suppose we are yours, dear sister.  For now.” 
 
    Seline’s grin widened as she rose from her makeshift throne.  “Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Seline Bonaduce, the glorious silver dragon watched with feigned curiosity as her brother and his entourage exited the chamber.  Mixed emotions swirled through her spirit as the door slid shut and the group vanished from view, feelings that had surfaced ever since she learned of her brother’s survival. 
 
    On one hand, she was overjoyed to see Remley again, the little brother she thought lost to the Bounty of Blades. But on the other, she felt devastated to learn of Rygan and his demise with the Sky Wolves.  If only she had known they’d survived.  She could’ve done something, could’ve brought him under her protection... 
 
    A firm hand settled on Seline’s shoulder, drawing her out of her thoughts.  She turned her head to see Ezry standing over her, the woman’s lips curved into a half-smile. 
 
    “I thought you’d be happy now that your brother is here, my lady,” Ezry said as she delicately massaged her fingers into Seline’s shoulder, causing her to let out a small, shallow breath.  
 
    “It’s complicated,” Seline replied as she reached up and placed a hand over Ezry’s.  She had found the outrealmer not long after the woman arrived in Eon and had taken an immediate liking to her.  She’d trained her in the art of spiritual warfare, soon after appointing Ezry as her sword, a personal guardian of sorts.  And after that, lovers... 
 
    “As are all things...” Ezry replied as she ran her ghostly fingers through Seline’s hair.  “What are you planning now that you’ve brought your brother under your wing?” 
 
    Seline chuckled.  “If you learn anything about my brother, it’ll be that it’s impossible to keep him held down.  I imagine he’ll grow tired of me soon and try to run off again... but until then, I plan on keeping him close.  It’s almost a guarantee that the spiders will come for him, or the serpents or the dragons, and I’ll be damned if I let them steal another member of my family from me...” 
 
    “And what of the Spirit Magus and his… situation?  Do you still think his days are numbered?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m certain of it,” Seline replied.  “I fully anticipate Shadowreach to descend into chaos when that happens... and from that, we will rise.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Just what in Eon’s ashes is going on?” Leila growled as the group entered their quarters, a series of small, lightly furnished rooms that encircled a common living area. 
 
    Remley let out a sigh before flopping onto a worn leather sofa.  “Apologies fearless leader, but I’m just as surprised to see my sister as you as are.  Every account I’ve heard of the Steel Brotherhood massacre spoke of her death in vivid detail.” 
 
    “That’s precisely why she’s alive,” Yoshiro interjected, the typical agitation is his voice present.  “It’s pretty clear that the dark guilds let some of their targets slip through the cracks...” 
 
    “And by pronouncing them dead, they force them into hiding,” Leila added.  “Less those that escaped put a huge target on their back and be hunted down like dogs.”  Leila’s gaze cut back to Remley, who merely offered her a shrug. 
 
    “So, where do we go from here?” Kimoura asked as she leaned back against Roy, allowing her weight to rest on his broad chest.   
 
    “I say we stay,” Quinn said, drawing a look of surprise from Leila and the others.  “We need to regroup, refill our pockets and rebuild our supplies.  And from the looks of it, this organization has everything we need in order to do so... at least until we plan our next move.”  A sudden grin spread across Quinn’s face, so much so that his reed nearly fell from his mouth.  “Plus, we get to stay in the company of the glorious silver dragon herself.” 
 
    Leila’s cheeks immediately reddened as Remley let out a raucous laugh.  “Quinn old boy, do you have a crush on my sister?” 
 
    Quinn shrugged.  “What can I say? She’s a legend among southern Eoners... a silver flash on the battlefield able to eliminate her enemies with ruthless precision.” 
 
    “Everything you’ve said is quite true,” Remley digressed.  “My sister is an amazing woman, if not a bit difficult at times…  Though, it’s a pity you’ll never have a chance with her.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” Quinn asked, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “Because dear friend, my sister prefers the company of women.” 
 
    Quinn’s lips parted and his reed fell from his mouth as though he just took a sword to the chest... 
 
    And just like that, it was Leila’s turn to laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Dakkon Kaito 
 
      
 
    Irefold Village, Northern Eon 
 
      
 
    The farming village of Irefold was an oddity in Eon.  Located many miles south of Shadowreach, the village was so small that it often didn’t appear on maps of the realm.  Its population, which was quite low, merely consisted of farmers and tradesmen, with a single resident wind adept to guard them against threats.  
 
    Still, the people of Irefold lived a relatively peaceful life as far as Eon was concerned.  By day they tended their fields and honed their craft, and by night they sealed themselves in a large, communal bunker, sheltering themselves from the threat of the veil and the darkbeasts that lurked within. 
 
    By all accounts, it was a good life... at least, until today. 
 
    “You know, I’m getting hungry,” Drakkon Kaito said as he eyed the rows of crops growing in the distance.  He and his brothers had stumbled on the small farming village en route to Shadowreach, and the opportunity to stir things up was proving too hard to pass up. 
 
    “Then perhaps we should pay them a visit,” Kazuka replied, eyes locked on a pair of women that stood at the edge of the village, arms working tirelessly as they hung clothes out to dry.  The adept was nearly salivating through his wrappings as he watched the pair work, dream aura swirling around his form. 
 
    Ayzeth sighed, realizing that a detour was imminent.  Normally, he would’ve urged them to carry on with their mission, especially with the value that their target held.  And yet, it had been so long since the trio had worked together... perhaps a little mutual mayhem was in order. 
 
    The trio carried an aura of dread around them as they made their way towards the village, walking in unison like a line of mighty titans come to ravage the countryside.  The sight of them was iconic in Eon, a symbol of one’s approaching doom.  Inescapable.  Inevitable.  And the last thing a person would ever see. 
 
    The first people to spot them were the women doing laundry, their shrieks filling the air like alarms warning of the coming storm.  Soon others began to filter outdoors, quickly catching sight of the Kaito brothers’ approach.  Some ran, praying that the gods let them live another day.  Others stood in place, their muscles petrified with fear.  Then there were the select few who chose to pick up weapons and fight... 
 
    They would be the ones to die first. 
 
    “Oh, this is going to be fun,” Kazuka said as he fell into a crouch, wrappings writhing around his body like snakes.  “Though I would appreciate it if you cleared out the light work, brother.  It’d be unfortunate to be covered in so much blood so soon. 
 
    “Fine,” Dakkon replied, his tone almost dismissive as he heaved his golden axe onto his shoulder.  A second later he began charging towards the village, his footsteps echoing like thunderclaps. 
 
    A pair of farmers were the first to meet the man’s approach, pitchforks held in their hands like crude, iron tridents.  They had to have known that they didn’t stand a chance against Dakkon, but pride or love or some other weak emotion willed them forward… escorting them to their demise. 
 
    The first man didn’t have the chance to strike before he was buried under Dakkon’s boot, his ribs shattering and organs bursting under the intense, unrelenting pressure.  Shocked, the second farmer tried to stab at the spirikai’s leg, but a quick parry with his axe sent the crude weapon spinning.  With a second swing, the axe blade cleaved the man in two, leaving what was left of his soul to drift into the sky as essence. 
 
    The other villagers began to back off as Dakkon wiped the blood from his blade, recognizing just how outclassed they were by the giant of a man.  That is, all of them except for one. 
 
    Standing to face the massive Kaito brother was a lone wind adept, the guardian of Irefold village.  Dressed in robes of dull gray, the man held an awkward defensive posture, white hair swirling about as his wind aura churned around his form. 
 
    “Leave this place,” the man beckoned, eyes locked on Dakkon as he spoke.  “There is nothing here but farmland... just plants and dirt.  We have no money, no hidden treasures!” 
 
    Dakkon sighed as he tightened his grip on the axe haft.  “Sorry, little man.  But this is just what we do.  Now take a knee and let spill some more of that sweet, sweet blood.” 
 
    The wind adept winced, though he didn’t stand down.  “Soulless bastard...” 
 
    A flash of light suddenly filled the area, producing a blade in the guardian’s hands.  Using his wind aura, he propelled himself forward, letting out a cry as he took aim at Dakkon’s chest. 
 
    “Breeze blade strike!” 
 
    The weapon stabbed into Dakkon’s skin, coming to a stop mere inches into his thick, gray hide. A glimmer of hope filled the wind adept’s heart as he made a quick evaluation of the wound.  Then came the laughter... an insidious laugh that bellowed out of Dakkon from somewhere deep within his corrupt soul. 
 
    “You're brave.  I’ll give you that,” the Kaito brother said.  “Stupid, but brave.” 
 
    Suddenly, Dakkon’s hand shot forward, releasing his axe haft and assuming a tight grip on the wind adept’s neck.  He effortlessly hoisted the man off his feet, shaking his blade free and pulling him forward until the two were eye to eye, until the wind adept could feel the heat of Dakkon’s breath on his face.   
 
    Terror consumed the man as his airway tightened, as the brute’s iron grip tightened like a vice.  Dakkon merely smiled, uttering a final, grisly statement.  “Now show me your blood.” 
 
    A breath later, he lifted the man up and slammed him into the ground, ravaging his body and pushing the wind adept’s spiriteka body to its limits. 
 
    Over and over Dakkon slammed him into the ground, shattering his defenses, breaking his bones, and painting the ground in his lifeblood.  He only paused when there was little left to hang on to, when his opponent was little more than a smear of gore in the dirt. 
 
    Wails of horror resided from within the village as they watched their guardian fall, as they came to understand what fate awaited them. 
 
    Dakkon merely smiled, turning to look back on his brothers who stood mere paces away.  “I think that’s enough for me.  I’m going to go eat.”  Then he turned and began to head towards the crop fields, leaving the rest of the village to his brothers. 
 
    Nobody stood a chance. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    A Welcome Challenge 
 
      
 
    The Streets of Shadowreach, Eon 
 
    A few days later 
 
      
 
    After a bit of settling in, the Sky Wolves decided to take Seline up on her proposal and join as temporary members of her crew.  Sure, they would be forced to give a small portion of their earnings to the Bronze Horns, but it was a fair trade-off to the food, lodging, and stability the organization offered.  Not only that, but the Horns had access to a wealth of contracts that could keep them going for months if they so desired... 
 
    And they didn’t waste any time. 
 
    For a group of Mavericks on the run and out of their element, the Sky Wolves had proven to be quite adaptable.  Their first contract with the Bronze Horns went off without a hitch... a simple night of guard duty protecting one of the city’s self-proclaimed nobles.  Though they were occasionally tested by a few of the area’s local thugs and forced to fight off an assassin who was a bit more brave than cunning, the substantial sum of money they received at the end of their watch made it more than worth the trouble. 
 
    After taking a day to rest and refuel themselves with a well-deserved meal, the group again set their sights on more work.  However, rather than take on another large contract that required the entirety of their guild, they split-off into two smaller groups and tackled a pair of smaller, quicker jobs.  “We’ll earn the same amount of money in half the time!” Remley had proclaimed, perhaps a bit overconfident in his math skills.  Roy had to wonder if the man had factored in the larger cut of their earnings that he’d promised to Yoshiro, who had taken a much safer position as a cook at Seline’s tower. 
 
    As evening approached, the team split off into two groups with Roy and Kimoura tackling a simple bounty contract while Remley, Leila, and Quinn provided an armed escort for the noble they had guarded the night previous.  It was easy money, or at least the easiest that one could earn in a place like this. 
 
    Roy was actually rather interested in the contract he and Kimoura had picked up.  Their assignment was rather simple...  Make their way to the Pit and defeat a particular fighter named Rin.  Head to an arena full of fighters and fight… 
 
    Simple. 
 
    As they made their way towards the pit, he unraveled the rectangular piece of parchment as his spirit scan deciphered its strange sequence of markings. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Contract 
 
    Type: Bounty  
 
    Target:  Rin 
 
    Details:  Rin has recently made a name for herself in the pit, dominating the local fight circuit, defeating a number of my fighters and costing me a lot of money.  Ensure she suffers a very public, very crushing loss that will leave her thinking twice about re-entering the pit. 
 
      
 
    Contract poster: Anonymous  
 
    Reward: 100 zen 
 
      
 
    This is a private contract.  Sharing its contents will result in its nullification and may incur further actions against such parties. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy folded the parchment up and placed it back in his pocket, dismissing the translucent screen hovering in his vision.  He wasn’t a huge fan of doing someone else’s dirty work, especially when the person appointing the contract was likely some self-appointed noble just trying to further his position.  However, those same “nobles” were currently the ones with all the money.  So, if he and his companions planned on getting back on their feet, then they would need to do what they had to do to get their cut. 
 
    “Here we are,” Kimoura said as the pair approached their destination, a massive dome-like structure with several smaller buildings connected to its exterior.  Even being several dozen paces away, the pair could hear an eruption of cheers culminating from the pit’s center. 
 
    “You ready?” Roy asked, shooting her a quick grin.  
 
    She winked in response, allowing the tiniest bit of light aura to escape her eye.  Despite being from two different realms, the two of them both reveled in the type of energy coming from the pit... the anticipation of battle, the quiet serenity that often preluded violence and blood. 
 
    The pair made their way towards the pit's front gate where a tall, leathery-skinned adept stood at attention, his body covered in an immeasurable amount of scars.  As Roy drew closer the man stepped forward to meet him, arms crossed and black eyes staring him down through strands of greasy hair. 
 
    “Payment?” the man asked, his voice more of a growl than anything else. 
 
    Kimoura immediately stepped forward, flashing the man a pair of bronze badges she’d received from Seline earlier. 
 
    The man nodded, stepping aside as he shot Kimoura a vile, toothy grin.  “Enjoy the show...” 
 
    Roy paused, meeting the man’s gaze as he let divine aura flicker in his eyes. The brute stepped back, his grin quickly fading as he sized Roy up. 
 
     “We will,” Roy said.  Then the two of them turned and entered the complex. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The shouts that Roy and Kimoura heard outside of the pit were nearly deafening once they reached the compound’s inner level.  Rows upon rows of simple, stone benches stretched around a large arena, packed to the brim with onlookers that cheered on the carnage below.   
 
    Roy could feel the flaring spirits of the competitors below as they traded techniques on the hard, sand-swept floor.  By contrast, most of the onlookers displayed little affinity for spirit energy.  No, they weren’t fighters... they were just looking to enjoy the spectacle. 
 
    After a few moments of searching, Roy and Kimoura managed to squeeze into a seat near the bottom.  The view proved to be excellent, though Roy couldn’t help but notice that the man sitting next to him absolutely stunk of drink. 
 
    “Yer in fer a treat,” the man said, his words slurred and his cheeks flush.   
 
    “Oh yeah?” Roy replied.   
 
    “Oh yes,” the man continued.  “Right now, we got The Fireball Kid versus the one and only Stonebreaker.  Winner of that goes on to face the current pit champion....” 
 
    “And who’s the champion?” 
 
    The man grinned, revealing a mouth full of missing teeth.  “You must be new here.  But you’ll see... the fighter both beautiful and deadly.  They call her The Black Queen.” 
 
    Roy nodded, but the man had already lost interest in their conversation, turning his attention back to the fight.  The Black Queen... could that be their target? 
 
    “Look!” Kimoura shouted, stealing his attention back as she latched onto his arm.  Roy’s gaze quickly shifted, turning back to the arena floor as a torrent of flame and spirit energy rose into the air.   
 
    Below, the two competing adepts stood mere feet from each other, one wielding spinning balls of flame in his outstretched palms and the other with skin made of etched stone.  The flame adept let out a cry before launching his fireballs forward, looking to burn away the man known as Stonebreaker.  However, the red-hot flames seemed to have little effect and soon Stonebreaker was on top of him, snapping his head back with a vicious punch. 
 
    The crowd erupted in cheers as Stonebreaker stalked forward, pummeling the flame adept with strike after strike, sending the man’s blood spraying across the sandy floor.  Roy could feel the end of the fight approaching, but the fireball kid wasn’t quite finished.   
 
    Letting out another primal cry, the flame adept drew all of his energy into his fists before slamming them down on Stonebreaker, engulfing the man in an eruption of red-orange light. 
 
    The crowd collectively gasped as Stonebreaker disappeared from view, trapped underneath the flame adept’s relentless barrage.  Suddenly, two stony hands emerged from the flame, latching on to either side of the flame adept’s head as the eruption technique faded... 
 
    And Stonebreaker had emerged unscathed. 
 
    The crowd roared as the man hoisted the flame adept into the air, his massive hands squeezing on his opponent’s soft skull.  A second later everyone in attendance rose to their feet as the flame adept’s skull gave way, caving beneath Stonebreaker’s grip and painting his body in warm blood. 
 
    “What a finish, folks!” A voice suddenly rang out over the roar of the crowd, its tone filled with the same level of excitement that echoed through the arena.  Roy watched as a scandalously clad feilynx woman walked directly onto the battlefield, a voice-amplifying device clutched in her sharp grasp.  “It looks like Stonebreaker has broken more than just stone this time around! Yikes, can we get a cleanup down here?” 
 
    The crowd laughed along with the charismatic announcer as another pair of burly feilynx’s trudged onto the battlefield, hoisting the lifeless body of the flame adept onto their shoulders and carrying him out of view. 
 
    Roy was no stranger to violence in his life on earth... in fact, he lived it nearly every day.  But this, it was primal, it was gladiatorial... it was the purest form of combat that Roy had ever witnessed.  And though he’d never openly admit it, the void adept absolutely reveled in it. 
 
    “Now comes the moment you’ve all been waiting for!” the announcer continued, tail twitching as she spoke.  “Stonebreaker has earned the right to face our champion... the one and only Black Queen!” 
 
    The crowd roared even louder, nearly breaking out into a frenzy as they awaited their fighter.  Stonebreaker remained stoic, however, standing at attention in the middle of the sandy arena.   
 
    Roy could tell it was a façade, even from his seat several dozen paces away.  The way the man’s heel bounced off the sand, the way he rapidly opened and closed his fist, the way his stone skin made slight shifts… he was nervous. 
 
    “And here she is, folks!” The announcer said, pointing to a gate at the far end of the battlefield.  “Yoooouuur champion!” 
 
    The crowd hushed as the gate creaked open, allowing a single gust of wind to blow across the shifting sand.  Seconds later, a woman strode out of the shadow, each step exuding pure and utter confidence.  Her petite frame was clad in jet-black attire, her inky black hair pulled tightly into a tail.  On her pale face, she wore a pair of round-framed spectacles, though her body held no weapons that Roy could see.  And yet, beneath her glasses, pooling in the back of her piercing violet eyes was true killer instinct. 
 
    Curious, Roy stretched the range of his spirit scan to its limit, pulling data on the mysterious woman in black. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Name: Rin 
 
    Pure energy Adept 
 
    Rank: 3rd 
 
    Specialization: Duelist 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    So, this was the person they were looking for.  It would only make sense that she was the champion of the pit... 
 
    “That’s her,” Roy said, drawing a nod out of Kimoura.   
 
    “Maybe we should wait and observe,” the light adept suggested.  “If she’s the champ, then she’s gotta know how to fight.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Roy said, scooting to the edge of his seat in anticipation.  Below, Stonebreaker and the Black Queen began to square off at the pit’s center, eyes now locked in a heated stare. 
 
    “Reeeeaaady?” The announcer asked, returning to her perch near the arena’s edge.  “Fight!” 
 
    Stonebreaker immediately smashed his fists together, reforging his armor of stone as he waded in for an attack.  Rin responded in kind, dropping low and awaiting her opponent’s approach with azure energy swirling in her palm. 
 
    Stonebreaker struck first, swinging in with a powerful right hook that seemed powerful enough to take off Rin’s head!  However, the woman proved to be quite nimble, ducking the blow before slamming an open palm into the man’s side.  Pure spirit energy suddenly erupted from her hand, shearing away a piece of Stonebreaker’s rocky defenses and sending him staggering through the sand. 
 
    Not wasting a single breath, Rin lunged at her off-balance opponent, drawing pure azure aura into her palms.  Stonebreaker made a desperate attempt to right himself, digging his heels in and crossing his stony arms in defense.  And yet, it would prove all but futile... 
 
    A sound like hammer on stone echoed through the arena as Rin slammed her aura-infused palms into her enemy, shattering portions of his rocky flesh and spilling more of his blood with each successive blow.   
 
    Roy found it fascinating how precise her strikes were, landing not as techniques but as quick blasts of pure spirit energy.  Since his short time on Eon, he’d never seen an adept wield pure spirit energy before.  However, the lack of a distinct element didn’t seem to diminish her power at all...  In fact, she seemed downright fearsome for a Spiriteka. 
 
    Back on the battlefield, the Black Queen had backed her opponent into a corner, forging hexagonal lines of spirit energy and cutting off Stonebreaker’s escape. Roy could see a look of desperation forming on the man’s face, the look of a man who was ready to do anything he needed to survive.   
 
    As Rin stepped forward, Stonebreaker summoned every bit of energy he had left, pouring it into a final technique as he slammed his palm into the ground. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Stonegod Fist 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The sand parted in front of the man as a giant hand of stone rose from the ground, forming into a massive fist before launching itself directly at Rin.  The Black Queen reacted with poise, carefully spinning away from the strike, then another, all the while drawing spirit energy into a sphere between her palms. 
 
    Leaping backward, Rin planted her feet and launched the sphere of energy forward, obliterating the stone-hand technique and sending the sphere directly into Stonebreaker’s chest.  The man let out a shriek of pain as the impact of the blow knocked him off his feet, smashing his body into the arena’s far wall and creating a shallow crater in its wake.   
 
    Bits of rocky flesh fell from Stonebreaker’s body as he remained suspended in the crater like a twisted trophy put on display for the roaring crowd.  In fact, the onlookers were almost deafening in their cheers as Rin paced towards her opponent, a final globe of pure energy forming in her palm. 
 
    The Black Queen didn’t show a single shred of emotion behind her round spectacles as she stepped into range and slammed her energy sphere into her opponent’s exposed midsection, causing the man to scream.  The sphere spun faster and faster as Rin poured more of her energy into it, increasing its size until the blast eradicated Stonebreaker’s stomach, splitting the adept into two distinct pieces.  A breath later, the man’s legs fell to the ground as his lifeless upper half settled into the crater, his eyes shutting into an endless sleep. 
 
    And just like that, it was over...  Another life blinked out of existence, another soul claimed by the pit, and another chorus of cheers from fans reveling in the carnage. 
 
    “What a finish!” The announcer shouted as she bounced back onto the battlefield, her cat-like ears bouncing back and forth with each step.  “It looks like the Black Queen reigns supreme this time around.  Will we ever see a challenger capable of matching her eloquence and savagery?” 
 
    Roy forced himself to peel his gaze away from the battlefield and turned to face Kimoura, curious as to how she wanted to tackle their little bounty.   
 
    “So, what the plan, Kimour...” Roy’s words trailed off as his eyes processed the sight in front of him, the sight of an empty, stone bench where his companion once sat. 
 
    A brief spout of panic traveled through his spirit as he searched for her location through the see of rowdy onlookers... 
 
    Then he heard the announcer’s voice and his body went stiff. 
 
    “Oh, what’s this, folks? Someone has entered the arena and she’s making her way towards the Black Queen!” 
 
    Roy watched in shock as Kimoura leapt over the barrier and began striding through the blood-stained sand, a smirk on her face and light aura dancing across her knuckles as she approached their target.  Roy’s mind raced as he considered leaping from his seat and chasing the woman down there.  What if they booted her out and dismissed their bounty?  What if they had security waiting in the wings... Just what the Hell was she thinking?!   
 
    The crowd suddenly quieted as they watched Kimoura and Rin come face to face, a palpable tension quickly building between the pair.  The announcer gave Kimoura a quick glare, exchanging a few words with her before shuffling over to Rin and discussing something unheard through hushed breaths.  A few seconds later her glare morphed into a smile as she retook the center of the arena.   
 
    “Well, well, well folks... have I got a treat for you.  It looks like our champion has accepted this newcomer’s challenge.  Get your bets in now because in just seconds these opposing forces will collide... when your Black Queen faces off against the Lady of Light!” 
 
    The crowd erupted into cheers, chomping at the bit for another display of unbridled brutality.  Roy choked down his own growing sense of tension and took a seat back on the bench, fists clenched tightly at his sides.  As much as he wanted to head down there, he had to trust in Kimoura’s abilities.  He had to believe that she knew what she was doing when she leapt into the lion’s den... 
 
    He just hoped that she was ready for a fight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Kimoura vs. The Black Queen 
 
      
 
    The Pit, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Kimoura’s light aura swelled as she paced across the arena floor, growing in intensity as she drew closer to her waiting opponent.  The woman in front of her, the Black Queen, was like her in so many ways... a warrior, a competitor, a firebrand with something to prove.  She was a proven survivor in the mean streets of Shadowreach.  And yet, she hadn’t shown a single shred of emotion as she took the life of her opponent.  She was a vulture, using her skills to prey on the hapless fools looking to earn a coin in the pit, ending them without a second thought... 
 
    So alike and so very different. 
 
    “You have a death wish, girl?” The announcer asked as she positioned herself between Kimoura and Rin.  “I’ve seen people get ripped apart for disruptions like this.” 
 
    Kimoura began to formulate a response but Rin stepped forward, pushing the felyne announcer aside.   
 
    “Let her fight,” the Black Queen said as her piercing grey eyes met Kimoura’s.  
 
    The announcer went wide-eyed as she shuffled over to Rin.  “A-are you sure?” 
 
    “I am,” Rin replied as she began to channel aura around her body.  “That last match was as rather short...  I’m certain the fools out there are chomping at the bit to see me put down another one of their dogs.” 
 
    Rin’s words were meant to spark a rage inside Kimoura, but all they managed to do was strengthen the resolve that had already begun coursing through her soul.  In truth, she’d been eager to enter the pit ever since she and Roy had first laid eyes on it...  All she needed was the right reason. 
 
    The announcer shared a few more words with Rin, then quickly announced Kimoura as her next challenger.  Immediately, she could see the crowd revitalize with excitement.  She could see men and women in the upper boxes work frantically to place their bets before the action started.  Everyone in the arena had been whipped into a frenzy... everyone except Rin, who remained poised and defiant on the arena’s sandy floor. 
 
    “Ready?” The felyne shouted as she backpedaled towards safety, drawing all eyes to the pair of combatants.  “FIGHT!” 
 
    Kimoura launched herself forward, drawing light aura into her palms as she closed the distance in a single breath.  From what she’d observed, her opponent was of the duelist spec, a fighter built on flashy hand-to-hand combat techniques and crowd-pleasing finishes.  More importantly, Rin appeared to be a counter fighter perfectly suited to handle a full-frontal assault.  Luckily, Kimoura had devised a plan of her own. 
 
    As Rin prepared herself for a counter, Kimoura slammed her palms together, creating a flash and filling the area with blinding light.  She immediately followed it up with a devastating palm, slamming her hand into Rin’s diaphragm and sending her skidding back on her heels. 
 
    One of the many strengths of light aura was its ability to daze opponents with concentrated blasts... an ability that Roy had insisted Kimoura call the flashbang.  Originally she hadn’t been fond of the name, but after seeing the technique make Rin squirm, she couldn’t help but find the term fitting. 
 
    Looking to press her advantage, Kimoura charged forward again, drawing in spirit energy as she readied a second devastating palm.  Planting her foot, she thrust her palm forward, looking to strike Rin in the same spot she had before.  However, the Black Queen proved a bit too cunning for that. 
 
    Kimoura’s hand came within mere inches of Rin’s stomach before hexagonal lines of blue spirit energy came forth, entrapping the light adept’s wrist and holding her fast.  Kimoura immediately changed course and tried to rip her arm away, but the split-second delay proved to be all the time that Rin needed.   
 
    The hexagonal lines of energy dissipated as a blast of pure aura left Rin’s hand, drilling Kimoura in the chest and sending her sprawling through the dirt.  One of pure aura’s greatest assets was its ability to ignore the natural defenses of most spirit auras, an advantage afforded due to the energy’s lack of elemental affinity.  The other was that it hit like a truck... something that Kimoura was feeling the full effects of now. 
 
    As the light adept rose, Rin unleashed a barrage of aura-infused strikes, drawing a round of cheers from the crowd.  Kimoura tried to cover her face, but Rin managed to thread her defenses, connecting with her chin then following it up with a stinging strike to her nose. 
 
    Kimoura grit her teeth and redoubled her efforts, throwing a pair of looping punches that managed to skim the edge of Rin’s cheek.  However, her unrefined strikes were just the type of thing that Rin had prepared for.  Without missing a step, the Black Queen returned her efforts, landing a thunderous a counterpunch to the chin followed by a blast of spirit energy that nearly made her legs give out. 
 
    Kimoura stumbled back as she tried to draw healing light aura into her wounds, but a savage blow to her stomach left her doubled over in pain.  A foot to her skull quickly followed, snapping her head back and laying her out across the arena floor. 
 
    Blood flowed freely from Kimoura’s nose and her ears rang like a giant’s bell as she laid there, writhing in the sand.  The crowd roared in anticipation as they sensed her coming demise.  Fists pumped into the air as the onlookers called on her death.. but she couldn’t focus on any of it.  The only thing she could hear, the only thing that mattered at that very seconds were the questions filling her head. Had she truly underestimated this woman’s power?  Had she misjudged the situation so poorly? 
 
    The answer was a resounding no.   
 
    Kimoura had been beaten down before.  She’d survived war-torn streets, dungeons permeated with darkness, and faced opponents who underestimated her at every level.  She’d experienced violence, despair, loneliness, and overwhelming odds.  And through it all... she’d persevered.  
 
    She was a fighter, and no matter what her opponent threw at her, she’d come at them until her last dying breath.  She wouldn’t just weather the storm, she would become it... 
 
    A tempest of light. 
 
    Slowly, methodically, Kimoura rose to her feet, arms raised and fists clenched like she was ready to brawl.  Rin seemed content to let the woman compose herself, though she displayed little emotion under the guise of her spectacles. 
 
    “You know, you’re much prettier than the filth I usually eradicate down here in the pit,” Rin said, her tone almost mocking.  “You’d be wise to spare yourself the pain and concede this contest...  I’m sure one of the nobles would be more than happy to find you a place in one of their brothels.” 
 
    Rather than entertain the woman with a response, Kimoura merely turned her head to the side and spit, sending a glob of blood and saliva into the sand. 
 
    “Very well,” Rin replied as she used her index finger to adjust her glasses.  Then she drew pure aura into her palms and charged. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy watched with nervous anticipation as Kimoura rose back to her feet, her tunic torn, her body battered, and a look of determination painted on her face.  Just a moment ago it had taken everything he had not to leap down into the arena fight off her attacker, damn the consequences.  However, he’d sensed a change in her spirit as she stood to face her attacker... a red hit fire burning in her soul like the breath of a mighty dragon.  And so, with reluctance and agitation churning in his unsettled spirit, he took a seat to watch the fight unfold... 
 
    Dammit, he had to trust her. 
 
    Below, Kimoura steeled herself as the Black Queen waded in, launching a pair of lightning-fast strikes that should’ve sent the light adept reeling.  Instead, the woman embraced the punishment, absorbing the blows and countering with a mighty uppercut to Rin’s stomach. 
 
    Roy could see the difference in Kimoura’s spirit aura, most notably the way it was flowing through her slender frame.  At the start of the fight, the light adept had channeled the bulk of her energy into her palms, using it for her attack techniques.  But things had changed... now the vast majority of her spirit energy was coursing through the entirety of her Valkyrie’s Steelwing body, enforcing her defenses, mending her wounds and increasing her durability tenfold.  Roy could see her intent unfolding in front of his eyes... she wasn’t going to try defeat Rin with technique, she was going to embrace the pain and give it back tenfold! 
 
    Again, Rin shot forward, clipping the light adept with an aura-infused jab and splitting the woman’s lip.  Rather than flee Kimoura stepped into the blow, ignoring the pain and returning the favor with a thunderous strike to Rin’s abdomen.   
 
    The crowd roared as the Black Queen stumbled back, wincing in pain from the series of powerful body shots she’d absorbed.  This time Kimoura pursued, unleashing a three-strike combo into Rin’s midsection and finishing with a side-kick that nearly cracked her ribs. 
 
    Rin’s composure faded as her expression morphed into one born of anger and pain.   
 
    “I’m going to paint this arena with your blood, you bitch!” Rin growled, drawing pure aura into each of her limbs.  Even from his seat, Roy could see the desperation in her spirit, the lack of flow of in her techniques... her showmanship had dissipated so quickly.  Now she was going to try and end this... 
 
    The slightest of grins on Kimoura’s face told him that she had seen the same. 
 
    “Aaahhh!” Rin let out a battle cry as she leapt forward, unleashing a barrage of punches that sounded like thunderclaps across the arena floor.   These were the same blows that she had used to eliminate Stonebreaker, strikes that left his defenses in shreds.   
 
    Kimoura spirit shuddered as her body weathered the storm, though by the third punch she was returning the strike with powerful blows of her own.  The crowd roared as the two women battered each other at the arena’s center, as Rin’s flashy duelist strikes traded with Kimoura’s heavy battlemonk blows. 
 
    Suddenly Kimoura’s hand shot up, intercepting Rin’s wrist with her iron grip. A breath later she launched her other arm forward, entangling both of the Black Queen’s arms and drawing her in close.  
 
    “What are-“ were the only two words that Rin managed to spout off before Kimoura snapped her head forward, staggering the woman with a headbutt strong enough to snap her glasses in two.   
 
    As Rin stumbled away, Kimoura lunged at the woman, drawing aura back into her fist to deliver a final, deafening blow. 
 
    “You may have been the queen of the pit… but soon you’ll be nothing but the queen of blood and sand.”  A stunning burst of power erupted from her fist as she connected with her opponent, causing a ring of dust and sand to cascade across the ground.  “STEEL LOTUS!” 
 
    And like that… it was done. 
 
    The crowd fell silent as Rin’s unconscious body went sliding across the sand, her slick black tunic now torn and emitting thin lines of smoke as an after-effect of Kimoura’s technique. The silence lingered for several seconds, thousands of eyes shifting from Rin’s broken body to Kimoura’s wavering figure... 
 
    Then the light adept lifted a crimson-stained fist into the air and the crowd went wild. 
 
    Roy sprung from his seat, bounding over drunkards and onlookers before leaping over the edge and onto the arena floor.  Without pausing he dashed over to the light adept, pausing just feet from where Kimoura stood.   
 
    Their gazes met as Kimoura lowered her arm, and for the first time, Roy saw something different in those hazel eyes of hers.  Beyond the awkward smiles and the quirkiness, he saw her personal truth.  She... she was just like him. 
 
    Despite her body being bloodied and raw, Kimoura’s spirit seemed to revel in the combat.  The torn skin on her knuckles were badges of honor, the bloodstains at her feet sources of pride.  The cheery disposition that Kimoura typically carried was a mere fraction of the person she really was... a savage combatant, a fierce warrior. A future legend. 
 
    “This is me, Roy... all of me.  The real me,” Kimoura said as she outstretched her arms, giving him a view of her body in its entirety.  Her tunic was torn, her arms bruised, and her wrappings were stained red with blood.  A large cut had opened under Kimoura’s blackened eye, accompanied by a split lip and a nose that still trailed lines of blood.  By all accounts, the light adept was pretty beat up... 
 
    And Roy had never seen someone so beautiful. 
 
    Without speaking, the void adept stepped forward and scooped the woman up into his arms, pulling her close and causing their spirits to entwine in a flare of white and violet light.  Kimoura’s cheeks reddened as she sensed his intentions, but she didn’t pull away.  Then, in front of an entire arena full of onlookers, he pressed his lips to hers and embraced. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Wandering Eyes 
 
      
 
    The Pit, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Ask Roy and Kimoura shared a moment at the arena’s center, a number of very interested parties watched from the shadows, carefully measuring the power that had just been put on display.  Some were nobles hoping to make a quick coin off Kimoura’s success, while others were potential combatants trying to size Kimoura up from afar... 
 
    Then there was Varyon Risen, the former assassin in black. 
 
    Hidden behind the guise of a long, raven cloak, the temporal adept stood and watched as Roy and Kimoura celebrated at the center of the arena.  These two were part of the entourage that traveled with the man in red... his protégés, so to speak.  Both of them had been there during their fight in the dungeon, and again during their skirmish against the Thunder adept, Zion Sho.  And each had shown a remarkable affinity for combat. 
 
    For a moment, Varyon considered confronting the pair outside the pit.  He was certain they’d recognize him, especially after he’d singlehandedly given the void adept his divine power.  And if things went as planned, then they’d have no problem taking him to the man in red. 
 
    However, emotions were running high and this city was a dangerous place.  If things went similar to how they had in icerock dungeon, then it’s possible he could lose them entirely. 
 
    Decisions... 
 
    A bit of discomfort began to swell in Varyon’s gut as he contemplated his choices.  The ability to make his own decisions was still foreign to him... something he was never afforded as a member of the Thousand-Legged Spiders.  He was merely a killer with targets.  But now...  now he had the entire realm in front of him.  Or he would, once he finally solved the mystery that was his past. 
 
    After another moment of contemplation, Varyon settled on a decision.  He would watch the pair from afar.  He would employ his world-class tracking skills and follow them back to the man in red where he’d confront him directly.  Then he’d finally get his answers... and his peace. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    On the opposite end of the arena, another set of eyes lingered on Roy Skyworth... eyes from the past, from another realm.  Those eyes belonged to Kai Blaine, former officer of the Phoenix City Police Department and Beast Adept of Eon. 
 
    Kai’s gaze remained fixated on the void adept as he studied his movements, his mannerisms, his uncharacteristic displays of affection shown to the girl in the pit.  And yet, even without the information displayed on his spirit scan, he knew... it was Roy. 
 
    But how? 
 
    Kai’s mind drifted to his past life, to the last time he’d seen his former friend.  He had been wounded in the warehouse district by some junky bastard and Roy had rushed in after the perp.  The other officers had told Kai that he was going to be alright, but something happened...his attacker had clipped an artery and… and he’d bled so fast.  Then he’d seen those eyes and the next thing he knew he was waking on Eon surrounded by nightmare beasts.  He had to wonder... had Roy died that day as well.  Had he suffered the same fate? 
 
    Perhaps, but there was only one way to be certain.  Adjusting the strap that held his spirit shotgun, Kai shifted from his perch atop the arena’s wall and began to head towards the exit, scaling the thin line of stone with near-perfect balance.  As he neared the wall’s edge, Kai drew on his beast aura, transforming his fingers into a set of sharp, curved claws.  He then leapt from the wall, digging his claws into the stone and creating a controlled descent to the street below.   
 
    Kai’s long, green cloak flowed behind him like a floating leaf until he finally reached the surface, his cloth mask quickly settling back onto his pale face.  He was dying to speak to Roy, to finally hear a familiar voice… Still, Kai was tactical. He’d wait until things calmed down a bit, until there weren’t so many prying eyes... then he’d confront his old friend, his former rival, and perhaps gain a partner to help bring some law to these streets. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Argo Zael, spirit magus of Shadowreach smiled widely as he watched things unfold from above.  The man had always enjoyed a good show, though things in the pit had grown boring as of late, especially with the Black Queen mopping up most of the competition.  Today’s battle, however, proved to be quite a treat, especially since the woman had been dispatched in such brutal fashion. 
 
    Drawing in a raspy breath, the man shifted from his position high up in the clouds, maneuvering until he had a better view of the rest of the city.  His gravitational aura made flight a rather effortless endeavor, and he found the skies the best place to watch over his outlaw’s domain. 
 
    As Argo gazed upon the shadowy streets, he felt a sudden pang of sorrow pulse through his spirit.  He’d created this haven as a place for those with no place to go, a city for adepts who didn’t wish to live by the laws and hierarchies of the realm’s many guilds.  But with his health quickly declining, he couldn’t be certain how much longer he had left to protect his proverbial children. 
 
    The man’s lifespan had stretched for ages due to the immense power of his spirit, but time would prove to be a foe he ultimately couldn’t defeat.  His long, black hair had grayed, his muscles had weakened, and his lungs had begun coughing up an unhealthy amount of blood.  And that’s not to mention the state of his quickly deteriorating mind. 
 
    Argo could feel it... soon he would be gone and with it the city’s defenses.  Then the darkbeasts would come and his life’s work, his city of outlaws would be left in ruins. 
 
    Or... maybe not.  The city had grown as of late.  It housed a great number of adepts that would no doubt put up an extraordinary fight against the forces of the veil.  He only wished that he’d be alive to witness such a battle. 
 
    He did love watching a good fight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Making Friends 
 
      
 
    The streets of Shadowreach, Eon 
 
      
 
    The wheels of the old, rustic transport creaked as it rolled through the stony streets of Shadowreach, carefully navigating avenues well hidden in the city’s many dark corners.  Inside the transport sat one of the city’s nobles, a suave-looking man who’d made his riches by monopolizing the city’s endless thirst for wine and ale.  He was a well-known man among the more reputable folk of Shadowreach, though secretly he was certain most wanted him dead.  After all, there was little he could do if one of the other nobles killed him and claimed his empire for themselves. 
 
    Typically, this particular noble would surround himself with a violent ensemble of guards, but tonight he had very discreet plans with the mistress of an important business partner.  That's why Ban the Winemaker had hired a very discreet security detail for his little trip across the city.  
 
    On his left sat Quinn, arms crossed, legs outstretched and his typical reed replaced with a long stick of pipeweed between his lips.  The man seemed in a rather lax mood compared to recent days, his once bare chin now covered in a full beard and a line of smoke slowly trailing from his mouth. 
 
    On the opposite side sat Remley, legs crossed and wide-brimmed hat draped loosely over his face.  Personally. Rem had found these missions rather boring, though he did manage to sneak in a bit of spirit channeling during lulls such as this.  The only other person inside the transport’s cabin was the man steering the unit, a personal aid to Ban that used his spirit energy to move the transport along. 
 
    And then there was Leila. 
 
    Laid out atop the transport’s roof was the leader of the Sky Wolves, her eyes locked onto the starry night above.  Despite spending countless hours aboard airships, Leila never really enjoyed spending time in the ultra-tight confides of a transport, especially when it was filled with smoke from Quinn’s pipeweed.  Instead, she chose to remain atop the transport, keeping watch and feeling the wind blow through her brown and black hair. 
 
    As she laid back atop the shuttle, Leila felt something shift in her satchel.  With a sigh, she reached over and unhooked the latch of her leather bag, revealing the crystalline blue face of her stowaway... Roy’s cryofox. 
 
    “Why in Eon are you following me around?” Leila asked, giving the creature a stern glance.  The cryofox gave a playful growl in response, prompting her to roll her eyes.  “Of course you’d say that,” she replied before pulling the leather flap back over its head. 
 
    Slowly, Leila turned to face the opposite way, only to be met by Remley this time.  The man had stuck his head out of one of the transport’s windows and was giving her a rather quizzical stare, his long black hair blowing in and out of his face. 
 
    “Who on Eon are you talking to?” he asked as his eyes wandered about the area. 
 
    Leila sighed, contemplating her answer.  “Nobody...” she finally replied.  “Nobody but the wind.” 
 
    Remley forced a smile onto his face, clearly doing his best to make sense of the woman’s words.  “Well, seeing as you’ve grown lonely enough up here to begin talking to yourself, I thought it would be best to offer you a drink.” 
 
    Suddenly, one of Rem’s hands appeared out of the transport window, firmly grasping a bottle of lavender wine.  “Finest beverage in the Reach!” he declared, speaking as if he was a salesman for the winemaker. 
 
    Leila grinned at the man, then reluctantly leaned over and took hold of the bottle, cradling it in her palms.  “Thanks,” she said, drawing a slight nod from Remley. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he replied.  “Though unfortunately, I can’t stay up here.  The breeze is doing terrible things to my hair.” 
 
    Leila rolled her eyes before shooing him back into the transport, content to enjoy a little quiet time under the stars.  Slowly, the wind adept sat up and twisted the lid off her wine bottle, though she paused before pressing it to her lips. 
 
    “Ugh.  Warm...” she said, sloshing the liquid around in the bottle.  There was a long list of things that Leila hated in Eon, but near the top of that list sat warm wine. 
 
    As she leaned forward to set the bottle down, a sudden shift in her pack grabbed her attention.  She stared at the satchel for a second before allowing a wide grin to spread across her face.  A second later she reached into the pack and retrieved the cryofox, hoisting the little creature up by the chest. 
 
    “Maybe having you around is a good thing after all,” she said.  Then she lifted the wine bottle with her other hand and pressed it into the creature’s icy mane. 
 
    In mere seconds, the bottle of wine was cool to the touch, causing Leila’s smile to widen.  Pleased, she set the icy fox down, allowing the creature to rest in her lap. 
 
    “Ya know, maybe you aren’t so bad after all,” she said, drawing a growl of pleasure from the little beast.  Then she lifted the bottle to her lips and drank deeply. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t but an hour later that the trio of Sky Wolves reached their destination, capping off another completed contract without a hitch.  Unfortunately, Ban was intent on staying the night with his late-night rendezvous, meaning they’d have to make their way back to Seline’s tower by foot. 
 
    Remley really didn’t mind the walk, especially since he got to see the stars without fear of darkbeasts falling from the sky.  However, looking back at Quinn made him realize his companions weren’t so lucky. 
 
    Perched atop Quinn’s shoulders sat Leila, swaying precariously from side to side.  In one of her hands the woman cradled the cryofox pup, it’s eyes alert as if it was waiting for her to drop it.  And in the other she held an empty bottle of wine, it’s contents now swirling around inside her stomach. 
 
    Quinn grunted as the woman leaned down a bit too far, causing him to stumble forward and nearly dump her into the streets.  “Dammit Lei, will you hold still?” he growled, tightening his grip on the wind adept’s hips to keep her from falling on her head. 
 
    “I’m in charge here, remember?!” she shouted back before bursting into laughter and making Quinn stumble again.  
 
    Remley couldn’t help but snicker as the very drunk Leila continued to grate on Quinn’s nerves, bossing the man around as if he was her personal caretaker.  Her cheeks had grown flush and her words had begun to slur, and yet still she tried to take command.  But no matter... he and Quinn would humor her until they arrived back at the tower.  It had been a while since the woman had been able to let loose, after all.  
 
    “I’m not gonna lie, Rem... I don’t hate this place,” Quinn said, breaking the silence that had befallen them once Leila began to drift.  “I mean, It’s nothing compared to being out in the wild, but it’s not half as bad as I imagined.” 
 
    Remley remained silent, causing Quinn to give the man a puzzled look.  “Is it... is it your sister?” 
 
    A chilling wind passed through the street, matching the somber look that now stretched across Remley’s face.  “It’s not that I’m sad to see her... I thank the gods each night that she’s alive.  It’s just...  I was certain that she was dead, Quinn.  She was father’s prodigy, and it seemed that her survival was all but impossible.  In my heart, I buried her... and now she’s back, ordering me around as if we were back in the guildhall.  I... I just need a little time to adjust, is all.” 
 
    Quinn began to respond, but Leila leaned forward, pointing here empty bottle at Rem.  “You jush need to shuck it up and tell her that Remley Bonaduce is hish own man,” she blurted out before dropping the bottle into the street. 
 
    Remley’s somber expression quickly changed to a smile as he gazed at his intoxicated leader, measuring her profound wisdom.  “Yes, Leila.  Perhaps you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a long and winding trek through the city, Remley and the others arrived back at Seline’s tower, legs weary and in need of rest.  Well, except for Leila, who needed an elixir of sobering more than anything else.  Still, it felt good to be back in the tower with another contract under their belts. 
 
    As Rem led the others into their living quarters, a very curious sight caught his eye.  Stretched out across one of their long, leather sofas sat Roy, breathing heavily as if he’d just fought off a horde of darkbeasts.  Kimoura sat next to him in much the same condition, head resting against the man’s bare chest. 
 
    “Well, well, well...” Remley said, catching the pair by surprise.  “What have you two been up to?” 
 
    Roy immediately sat up and shot the man a glare, though Kimoura merely gave him a soft smile.  
 
    “Let em be, Rem,” Quinn said as he lowered Leila into an empty seat, taking care to make sure she didn’t sit on the cryofox. 
 
    Remley shot Roy a quick wink, then settled into a chair at the far end of the room, resting his sword across his lap.  A rush of fatigue quickly washed over his spirit, reminding him of how badly he needed sleep.  Unfortunately, a presence at the door put those plans to a halt. 
 
    Entering behind them from the tower’s main hall was Seline Bonaduce, her body wrapped in a resplendent silver garment barely long enough to be considered a dress.  As always, the woman carried an unmatched swagger as she entered, her bare feet moving with such grace that she didn’t make a sound. 
 
    “Dear sister... I wasn’t expecting to see you so late,” Remley said, masking his fatigue behind an overly-pleasant expression.  “Did you come to tuck me in?” 
 
    Seline rolled her eyes as she quietly channeled spirit energy into her legs.  “No, brother... but I am here to have a word with your uninvited guest.” 
 
    Before the words could register, Seline dashed across the room, moving like a silver flash of light.  In the breath of a second, she reached through the far window, parting the violet curtains and grabbing her target by the neck.  Then she pulled him back through, tossing the man over her shoulder before slamming him into the floor and pinning him beneath her knee. 
 
    The Sky Wolves collectively gasped as they watched Varyon Risen squirm beneath the spirikai’s iron grip. 
 
    “So, the spiders have come for me after all,” Seline spat as she eyed the man’s guild insignia, her tone full of venom.  “Pity they didn’t send someone stronger.” 
 
    Immediately, the silver dragon began drawing aura into her palm, seeking to bring Varyon to a brutal end.  Yet her actions were stopped by none other than Leila as she dived over the assassin’s slender frame. 
 
    “Stop!” she yelled, her inebriation still evident in the way she moved.  “Don’t kill him!” 
 
    “And why shouldn’t I?” Seline growled. 
 
    “Because he’s handsome,” Leila replied, her voice slurred.  “And he saved my life.” 
 
    Seline let out another growl before shoving Leila away and turning her gaze to Remley.  
 
    He merely shrugged.  “Well, I suppose she’s correct.  The man is quite handsome as far as adepts go.” 
 
    Seline’s gaze moved to Varyon then back to Rem as a scowl spread across her face.  With a growl she planted a foot on her captive’s chest and rose to her feet, allowing the power of her spirit to flood the room.  “Someone better tell me what in Bahamut’s blood is going on.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The Pact 
 
      
 
    Seline’s Tower, Shadowreach City 
 
      
 
    Varyon Risen sat motionless atop the black leather sofa, his eyes trained on Remley and his temporal aura slowly churning inside the pit of his stomach.  He’d nearly been killed when he was blindsided by that spirikai woman, an apparent sister to the man in red.  However, a few kind words from the spiritlancer had spared his life… 
 
    He was thankful for that, at least. 
 
    Opposite him sat the entirety of the Sky Wolves along with the spirikai Seline, all wearing looks of trepidation as they studied him from head to toe.  He could see it in their eyes... they had questions for him.  And rightfully so.  He had a few questions of his own.  Questions he’d nearly died for. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Remley finally asked, leaning forward in his chair to look Varyon straight in his eyes. 
 
    The temporal adept slowly lifted a hand into the air and pointed at Remley’s steel brotherhood insignia.  “Because of you.” 
 
    “So, you’ve come to kill us?” Seline spat as she leapt to her feet, her eyes glowing with the strength of her rank eight spirit.   
 
    Varyon quickly shook his head, attempting to quell the woman’s sudden burst of anger.  If it came down to a fight, he was almost certain that his temporal aura couldn’t match the woman’s raw speed, nor could his flesh withstand her power.  He didn’t know of her past, but he knew her name… the glorious silver dragon, a title that one didn’t acquire for being weak. 
 
    “Then what is it?” Leila interjected, speaking clearly once more due to the sobering elixir running through veins.  “You saved our lives in Atherune and I’m eternally grateful... but to what end?” 
 
    Slowly, Varyon rose to his feet and lifted his jet-black tunic, revealing a marking etched into his chest.  Beneath the scar tissue of an old sword wound was an insignia similar to Remley’s, albeit less detailed and certainly without the bloodline powers.  However, it was there, etched into his chest for the world to see…  the insignia of the steel brotherhood. 
 
    Suddenly, Seline leapt forward, pausing in front of Varyon to inspect the scarred symbol.  “Where did you get this?” she asked, her tone less threatening than before. 
 
    “I... I don’t know,” Varyon replied, trying to hide the pain in his voice. 
 
    “That’s the symbol of the steel guard,” Seline continued.  “A unit of the guild designed to protect non-combatants and other vulnerable members of the brotherhood.  How… Were... were you part of that unit?”  As she spoke, she paced back to her original position, hand placed on her chin. 
 
    Varyon grimaced.  “I’m not certain.  My past life was taken from me...  I was slain, then brought back by this!” Varyon pooled divine energy into his hand, creating a shadowy replica of the wraith that dwelled in his soul.  “The Spiders reforged me into a killer.  They took everything from me.  They made me into what I am.” 
 
    “But something’s changed...” Remley said, his tone growing sympathetic. 
 
    Again, Varyon nodded.  “My encounter with you, it changed something in me... it unlocked a pathway to my memories.  I know that I’ve done terrible things for the spiders, but that was before I found out what they took from me, that my life was once more than senseless killing.  All I seek is more knowledge of the guild I once belonged to, the people I once willfully served, and the part I once played in the realm.” 
 
    The room remained quiet for several seconds as Varyon’s words were measured, as he was judged by all those listening.  Finally, Seline stepped forward, a contemplative look transfixed to her face.  “Legend has it that a lone guard of the brotherhood took a final stand against the darkness, defending the last remaining members of the guild’s northern compound until his final breath and even wounding one of their officers.  After the massacre I scavenged the bodies, searching for that lone guard who gave everything for my family’s honor... and found nothing.  It would almost be too convenient that you were that man, delivered to me on my doorstep...” 
 
    The floor didn’t so much as creak as Seline dashed back across the room, appearing in front of Varyon faster than the eye could see.  As she moved, the adept produced a silver dagger in her hand, bringing it to a stop against the soft flesh of his throat.  “You’ve just proven yourself to be a defector.  How can I trust you, assassin?” 
 
    Unshaken, Varyon leaned forward, pressing his neck into the blade and causing a thin trail of blood to spill onto his tunic.  “I don’t fear death, for it has no hold on me.  What I fear is living without truth.” 
 
    Slowly, Varyon stepped aside, passing by the battle-ready Seline before taking a knee in front of Remley.  “And if it’s trust you want, then I give you this.”  Without hesitating, the temporal adept produced a small, opal blade from his belt and made a thin cut across his hand.  Lifeblood began to spill onto his wrist as he dropped the blade and began infusing spirit aura into the thick, crimson liquid. 
 
    “With this blood pact, I pledge my service to you.  I will willfully act as your blade until my personal truths are revealed, or until the wraith claims my soul.”  Varyon’s statement resounded throughout the living area, drawing wide-eyed looks from the others.  Remley, however, seemed physically pained by each syllable spoken. 
 
    “Please, don’t do this,” he pleaded, dripping to a knee to face the man.  “You don’t need to put your life in my hands.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Varyon replied.  “But the gods have made it clear to me that you’re the key, and by my own conscious I must do anything in my power to keep you from slipping into the ether.” 
 
    Remley paused, looking to his sister for guidance before returning his gaze to Varyon.  It was clear that the decision was weighing on him as if some profound unseen power was pressing down on his soul.  Finally, the flame adept reached for the blade, squeezing it until his own blood began to pour from his grasp.  Meeting Varyon’s gaze, he uttered the words “very well.” 
 
    A wave of spiritual pressure exploded from their palms as the blood pact was sealed, transforming their words into an unbreakable agreement.  For Varyon, the arrangement was an opportunity... a chance to uncover his truths and to repent for the deeds he’d done as a spider.  For Remley, it was more of a burden, another soul connected to his own that he had to consider.  Another burden of responsibility.   
 
    The last person that had shared such a close connection to him was his own brother, and he’d failed him miserably.  With Roy, he’d taken a much lighter approach to his tutelage, and it had proven successful for both of them.  But now... 
 
    An uncomfortable silence fell over the room as Varyon rose to his feet, his gaze hovering between his new comrades.  None of them looked ready to speak, though he did spot Leila’s gaze lingering on him a bit more than the others.  And was that a grin forming on the corners of her lips? 
 
    Before the man could return her look, one of the doors flung open, revealing the face of an angry, old fisherman that had just been woken from his sleep.  Yoshiro popped his head out of the door, eyes wild and hair disheveled as he took stock of each and every person in the room.  Then, after silently cursing them, he slammed the door and promptly went back to bed. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy made his way back to his quarters as waves of exhaustion pummeled his spirit.  So much had happened in the past day... so much for him to digest, to try and understand.  Unfortunately, all that would have to wait until he managed to get a few hours rest and at least a few moments to recharge his spirit.  
 
    “You coming, Kimoura?” Roy hollered as he reached for the window, pulling the violet curtains shut. 
 
    “Let me get my things,” she replied from somewhere in another room. 
 
    Slowly, the void adept lowered himself onto the bed, allowing his defenses to fall as he prepared to rest.  That is, until he felt a cold piece of metal press against the back of his head. 
 
    Without thinking, Roy whipped around, knocking away what appeared to be a gun and leaving him face to face with a ghost of his past... a rival, a friend. 
 
    His eyes went wide as his brain tried to register what he was seeing, resulting in a single word leaving his lips. 
 
    “Kai?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The Adept of Law 
 
      
 
    Bahamut’s Lair, Somewhere above the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    Zekefreid the Sky Shadow teetered precariously atop a large, golden spire, a bowl of rice cradled in his lap and a contemplative look on his face.  Below him was Bahamut’s observatory, an interplanar window that the dragon god had made to observe the realm from afar.  And to his right was none other than the dragon god himself. 
 
    Zeke has spent much of the last few days in the trenches, so to speak.  He’d traversed the realm, influencing the god’s followers, performing very minor acts of divine favor, and even eradicating a few darkbeasts when he found the time.  Unfortunately, his fun had ended and Bahamut had recalled him back to his lair to observe events unfolding in the city of Shadowreach... 
 
    Events that could shape the very future of the realm. 
 
    Gazing through the portal, Zeke watched as a number of the Dragon God’s followers converged on a tower of steel, each with different intentions, each on a different path.  Some of them Zekefreid had influenced directly, while others had found their way there through fate.  Regardless, each would have their part to play in the- 
 
    “Good,” Bahamut bellowed, his otherworldly voice drawing Zekefreid from his thoughts and nearly propelling him from his seat. 
 
    With his spirit still shuddering, he turned to face the deity, straining not to shoot him a glare.  “What, may I ask, is good oh benevolent dragon god, destined ruler of Eon and bringer of flame?” 
 
    “Look for yourself, my herald...  The others have rallied around the outsider.  The martyr has joined their cause, and soon the judge will as well.” 
 
    Zekefreid’s eyes shifted from Varyon to Kai, who remained perched inside one of the tower’s many windows.  “So, they have.  But that begs the question... will it be enough?” 
 
    Bahamut drew in a calming breath that was nearly powerful enough to create an endless void.  Then he raised a hand into the air, manipulating a set of translucent controls connected to his interplanar window, enhancing his view on the Sky Wolves. 
 
    “The threads of fate lead directly to this group,” the Dragon God said, tracing a finger over each of their bodies.  “But those threads are weak.  A slight shift, a sharp blade and any one of them could find their lives cut short... lost to the dark.”  Bahamut manipulated the controls once more, distorting the portal until it revealed a new image.  Three adepts stood in the center of a barren field, surrounded by a veil of darkness and death… reavers of the dark guilds.  Death incarnate.   
 
    Bahamut narrowed his eyes.  “And so approaches the darkness blade.” 
 
    Zekefreid leaned a bit closer to the dragon god, his brow furrowed.  “Oh, you must know what will come of this encounter.  Go one, use your godly powers... tell me what’s to come.” 
 
    Bahamut shifted, causing the very foundation of his observatory to shake.  “Patience, my herald.  An attempt to meddle will only break the pact.  The mortals must find their own way to overcome this challenge.” 
 
    “And if the dark gods intervene?” Zekefreid asked. 
 
    “Then we descend from the heavens and annihilate them.  But for now, we watch and wait.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The rays of the worldstar began to pour into Roy’s room, reflecting off the dark circles that hung beneath his eyes.  He was exhausted, yet there was no way in Eon that he could sleep. 
 
    Not when Kai Blaine, his former rival on the force was seated mere feet in front of him. 
 
    As Roy studied the man, a notification appeared in his vision followed by a translucent screen of information. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Name: Kai Blaine 
 
    Beast Adept 
 
    Rank: 4th 
 
    Specialization: Gunslinger 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    A second screen of information appeared a breath later, displaying the skill that Kai had toggled on. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Beast skill: Prowl 
 
      
 
    The beast adept can move undetected from adepts of even higher rank.   
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “How?” Roy asked, unable to hide the shock in his voice.  “How did you get here?” 
 
    “Same way you did, I’m guessin,” Kai replied.  “Turns out that perp in the warehouse landed a kill shot on me.  Except I didn’t die. I ended up in this godforsaken realm.” 
 
    Roy couldn’t believe it... his voice, his physique.  It was truly him.  Kai, his comrade, had been reborn on Eon. 
 
    “Did you spawn here in Shadowreach?” Roy continued, curious to hear the man’s tale. 
 
    “Just outside the city,” Kai replied.  “I had to fight off a horde of nightmare beasts, then I was greeted by the emissary of some god.  He helped fix my scan and after that, I made my way in.  I started in the slums, fighting off the bastards that thought I was weak and cleaning up the scum of the streets. Since then I’ve upgraded to more... heinous targets.  I’ll tell ya, Roy, this place is dark.  There’s no law enforcement, nowhere for people to turn.  Only nobles looking to push their own agenda and villains looking to drag others in the depths of their depravity.” 
 
    “And that’s where you come in?” Roy asked. 
 
    Kai shrugged.  “I do what I have to.  This city isn’t all outlaws and renegades, Roy.  There are people here that can’t fight for themselves, people that need protecting.  So that’s what I do... I protect them.” 
 
    Roy grinned.  “So you’re Batman?” 
 
    Kai rolled his eyes.  “They’ve started to call me the adept of law.  They see me as a force of justice in this hell hole.” 
 
    “Alright,” Roy replied.  “But be honest... did they start that name or did you?” 
 
    Now it was Kai’s turn to grin.  “Bastard.”  The man had always possessed a larger than life sense of justice.  It would only make sense that he’d give himself a title like that on Eon. 
 
    “So, how did you end up here old friend?” 
 
    Roy leaned forward in his chair, recounting the tale of his arrival on Eon and his time he’d spent the Sky Wolves.  He also made certain to embellish on the details of his fight with Zion Sho.  He couldn’t be upped by his rival, after all. 
 
    Kai nodded, listening intently until Roy’s story was finished.  “Looks like you’ve had a bit of a journey yourself,” he said.  I almost envy you... all I’ve seen of the realm is this godforsaken city.  I want to believe there are better things out there.” 
 
    “There is,” Roy replied.  “But I’d guess there are a lot of worse things as well.  Ya know, I can talk to the others.  I’m sure they’d be glad to have you on the squad.” 
 
    Kai sat back in his chair, contemplating Roy’s offer.  “Thanks, but...” 
 
    “But what?” Roy interjected.  “From the sounds of it, I’m the only person you know in this damn place!” 
 
    “Just look at us!” Kai responded.  “We’re sitting in the tower of the damn bronze horns!  The enemy!  Do you even know what these people do?  Smuggling, bounty hunting... Dammit Roy, they’re no better than the nobles they work for!” 
 
    The void adept sighed, finally realizing why the man carried such unease.  “Kai Blaine, ever the idealist.  Did you ever stop to think that maybe the rules are different here?  That you might have to adapt your way of living to survive?”  
 
    Kai scowled.  “Or maybe you’ve just forgotten who you are.  Don’t think I didn’t see you in the arena throwing yourself at some blue-haired girl.  It’s quite evident that you’ve adapted.” 
 
    Roy winced at the verbal jab, though he didn’t relent.  “As hard as it is to hear, our old life is gone, Kai.  So, don’t patronize me for trying to make something of this one.” 
 
    “You’re right about one thing,” Kai replied as he rose to his feet. “Our old life is over.”   
 
    Slowly, the man-made his way over to the window, drawing a protest from Roy.” 
 
    “Kai, wait.  I don’t-“ 
 
    “Let me know if you change your mind about this place,” Kai interjected as he placed something on the windowsill.  “I could really use a partner out there.”  Then with a flash of spirit energy, the man leapt from the window, disappearing into the shadowy streets. 
 
    Roy strode over to the window, inspecting the item that Kai had left behind... a gold badge with the words “Phoenix City Police Department inscribed on its front. 
 
    “Dammit,” Roy growled as he scooped the item up and threw it across the room.  Kai had always been a stubborn bastard back on Earth, but how could he be this foolish?  Surely, he could see that fate had brought them together back on Eon. 
 
    With a sigh, Roy made it has way over to his bed, pausing as his door slowly slid open. 
 
    “Kimoura?” 
 
    Standing in the doorway was the light adept, looking beautiful as ever despite the wounds she’d suffered in the pit. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said as she reached for his hands, her touch warm due to the healing energy coursing through her palms.  “I came to the door when I heard voices.  I was fearful of an ambush.  Then I heard... Was he a friend?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Roy replied.  “Sort of.  I had no idea he was here...  And I never would’ve imagined things would’ve gone down that way.” 
 
    “Don’t fault him,” she said as she draped an arm around his shoulder.  “This realm does crazy things to people… especially outrealmers.” 
 
    “Does that make me crazy?” Roy jested, drawing a giggle out of Kimoura. 
 
    “No,” she replied.  “You are a gift.”  Carefully, the woman leaned forward and planted a kiss on his forehead before falling back onto the bed, eyelids heavy and muscles weary.  “Now can we rest?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Roy replied, allowing himself to fall backward.  “I’d say that’s a damn good idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Dark Talents 
 
      
 
    Outside the city of Shadowreach, the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    As the worldstar reached its peak in Eon’s pale sky, a trio of adepts descended on the city of Shadowreach.  Led by the devil adept Ayzeth, the Kaito brothers had made their way to the city of rogues and outlaws, leaving quite the path of destruction in their wake.   
 
    The town of Irefold had been eradicated completely, its citizens slain in cold blood and their souls absorbed as essence.  Then there had been the merchant caravan making its way through the northern pass.  The screams heard that night would have been enough to haunt a normal man for the rest of his life.  
 
    But now, now the fateful three had arrived at their destination.  In front of them stood the city of rogue adepts, a haven for those looking to escape the hierarchy of the guilds... 
 
    And the perfect hunting ground for an unsuspecting target. 
 
    “How would you like to handle this, brother?” Kazuka asked as he observed the city’s massive darksteel towers and large iron structures that surrounded them on all sides.  By suppressing their auras, the trio had managed to slip into the city relatively easy, posing as a band of mercenaries simply down on their luck.  Now they simply needed to find their target... find him and wipe him off the face of the realm.  
 
    “Maybe I should just start swinging my axe around,” Dakkon said with a sigh.  “Given enough time, I’m sure one the heads I lob off will belong to the Bonaduce boy.” 
 
    “No,” Ayzeth said.  “Kazuka, perhaps it’s time you put some of your talents to use.  I’m sure someone in this wretched place has seen something by now.” 
 
    Kazuka nodded then lifted a palm into the air.  Slowly, the man began to remove the wrappings, revealing a frantic violet eye embedded in his hand. 
 
    Thin waves of invisible spirit energy began to emit from his palm, traveling through the bustling streets, the dark alleys, the hidden passageways.  It prodded at the minds of each adept it passed, searching their distant thoughts, delving into the parts of their mind where dreams were made… 
 
    It was one of the many talents of Kazuka Kaito, adept of the endless nightmare.   
 
    With his unique dream aura, he had the ability to access the vulnerable part of an adept’s brain... the place where they stored their thoughts, their hopes and dreams.  Typically, the Kaito brother would use that ability to weaken his opponent, to alter their thoughts and consume their mind with visions of agony.  However, in situations like this, his unique aura proved to be an excellent information gathering tool as well. 
 
    Moments passed as Kazuka extended his strands of dream aura forward, delving for the information he so desperately sought.  Then, after a short period of silence, he squeezed his hand shut. 
 
    “What did you find?” Ayzeth asked, a hint of impatience in his otherwise even tone. 
 
    Kazuka responded with a grin beneath his many wrappings as he worked to re-conceal his hand.  “It took a bit of searching, but as always I found the answers hidden in violence.  There is a fighting arena called the pit where a woman named Rin dwells.  In her thoughts I saw visions of her first defeat at the hands of a newcomer... a light adept with blue hair.” 
 
    “And?” Ayzeth asked.  “That’s not who we’re looking for.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is,” Kazuka replied.  “I searched the memories of each and every bookie in the arena, and none of them had memories of the blue-haired girl... none except for one.  He saw her enter Shadowreach just a few days previous, arriving on an airship in the company of a man with the Bonaduce physique.” 
 
    Ayzeth nodded.  “Then she’s his companion.  Very good, Kazuka. Did you find her location?” 
 
    “No,” Kazuka answered.  “But apparently the woman Rin whom she defeated was the former champion of the pit.  That would make the blue-haired girl the new champion.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Ayzeth said, slowly rubbing at his chin.  “Perhaps we can leverage that information to find our little friend.” 
 
    “You’ve got a plan, then?” Dakkon interjected, his face wearing an expression of absolute boredom. 
 
    “I do,” Ayzeth replied.  “Now let us head to the arena.  It’s time to see if this city of Shadowreach can withstand the storm that’s coming.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The Sky Wolves redux 
 
      
 
    Seline’s Tower, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Roy felt like a new man as he rose the following morning, stretching his limbs and allowing his spirit aura to course through his channels.  After being up for nearly twenty-four hours, the void adept had fallen into a pleasant cycle of resting, eating and channeling his aura, a pattern that had helped ease both his fatigue and his peace of mind. 
 
    Kimoura had remained by his side, though most of her time was spent channeling light aura into her many wounds.  It may have been a bit oddly selfish, but Roy was almost sad to see her battle scars disappear so quickly.  That night in the arena she’d looked absolutely fierce... a true reflection of her fighter’s soul. 
 
    After orienting himself, Roy headed over to his makeshift closet, retrieving the few garments that hung inside.  One of the perks of joining with the bronze horns had been the set of adept attire that Seline had afforded him.  Sturdy pants and a slick black shirt clung to his body tightly, covered by an azure tunic and held together with a thick, black belt.  On his feet, he wore a new pair of tall boots with three horizontal buckles strapped tightly across his shin.  If he was taking stock, Roy was certain that this was the best he’d looked since arriving on Eon. 
 
    After strapping on the second belt carrying his void blade and arc launcher, Roy took a seat and activated his spirit scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Initializing.... 
 
    Compiling data... 
 
    Compiling... 
 
      
 
    A new technique is available in the void manual.  Would you like to upload? 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy almost felt foolish as the notification appeared in his vision.  It had been days since Roy had reached Spiriteka, though between travel and growing accustomed to his new body, he hadn’t bothered to upload his new technique. 
 
    Carefully, the man delved into his skill tree, hovering over various techniques as he mulled over his decision.  Currently, his package was rather balanced with void boxing for melee combat, aura bullet for ranged targets, dark spiral for punching through defenses and the void grenade for snaring elusive threats.  Still, he felt like he was missing something... a way to pack a punch without getting too close. 
 
    Suddenly, Roy’s eyes went wide as he settled on the technique perfectly suiting his needs. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Data uploaded 
 
    New Vanguard skill acquired: 
 
    Vanguard’s Blazing Blast 
 
      
 
    The Vanguard launches a high-impact blast of concentrated spirit energy, destroying barriers and knocking away opposing foes.  This is a mid-range technique. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Too wordy” Roy muttered as evaluated the name of his new skill.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Compiling data... 
 
    Compiling... 
 
      
 
    Vanguard’s Blazing Blast changed to Aura Cannon 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Much better.” 
 
    Finally done with his preparations, Roy gathered himself and headed into the Sky Wolve’s common room.  A smile stretched across his face as he took a long look at his fellow guild members strewn out across the room.  Remley and Kimoura sat on the floor, comparing their channeling techniques while Quinn and Yoshiro sat at the table, sharing a pipe and playing a strategy game that vaguely resembled chess.  And in the corner, Leila sat with her legs crossed, eagerly engaging Varyon as he leaned against the far wall. 
 
    It was amazing how quickly these outsiders and vagabonds had become his family, how quickly they’d managed to fill the void in him that had recently been nothing but anger and rage.  Sure, he was still a bit of a hothead, but that didn’t matter.  Not when he knew the Sky Wolves had his back. 
 
    “Royboy! So nice of you to join us,” Remley said as he eyed Roy enter the room.  The flame was adept was actually looking rather chipper this morning despite bearing the weight of his new bond. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Roy said sarcastically before taking a seat in a nearby empty chair.  Now that he thought of it, it was almost odd to see all his companions in one place, content to not hunt down somebody or kill something. 
 
    “Leave the kid alone, Rem,” Quinn said as he moved one of the pieces on his game board.  “He’s probably still having nightmares about the time you tried to feed him to a minoragarwa.” 
 
    “Bastard, I killed that thing,” Roy shot back, drawing a snicker from some of the others.  For a second he considered hunting down another one of those lizards twice the size just to see the look on Quinn’s face.  However, the thought quickly subsided as Quinn turned and gave him a quick grin. 
 
    A moment after Roy settled in, the door to their living quarters swung open.  Ezry strode in a mere breath later, her posture rigid and her guise disciplined from her years as a soldier. 
 
    “Another guest!” Remley said before shooting the woman a disarming grin.  “To what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Ezry paused, allowing her gaze to linger on each of the Sky Wolves before setting her sights on Kimoura.  Then she hoisted a piece of parchment into the air, surveying the symbols scribbled on its front. 
 
    “This came in on the contract network today,” Ezry said, reading through the runic text.  “The nobility that finances The Pit has requested a meeting with their mysterious new champion, the lady of light.  It says here that they want to discuss fight arrangements and potential earnings.  Then it gives a description of the person they’re searching for.  Blue hair, hand wrappings, light aura...”  Ezry folded the paper up and looked at Kimoura. “You.” 
 
    Kimoura’s cheeks reddened and Remley’s face changed to an expression of shock.  “Bahamut’s blood Kimoura, you failed to mention that you were the arena’s newly crowned champion.” 
 
    The light adept shrugged.  “It was sort of happened by accident.  Our target just happened to be the current champion of the pit.” 
 
    “It was no accident,” Roy interjected.  “She straight up kicked her ass.” 
 
    Kimoura let out a giggle as she shot Roy a quick wink.  Unfortunately, the conversation had also caught Leila’s attention, and she didn’t seem nearly as pleased. 
 
    “I’d be careful ‘Moura,” Leila warned.  “From what I’ve heard that place isn’t more than glorified Adept dogfighting.” 
 
    “Now, now,” Remley replied, coming to his pupil’s aid before she could respond.  “Kimoura has proven to be more than capable of taking care of herself.  This might prove to be an excellent opportunity to bring a steady stream of income in for the wolves.” 
 
    “I gotta agree with Rem,” Quinn added, momentarily peering up from his game.  “I mean, all she has to do is crush some cans and cash in.” 
 
    Leila sighed, crossing her arms and leaning back in her chair.  “What do you fools suggest then?” 
 
    Remley grinned.  “The day is still young, dear Leila.  Let Kimoura and Roy investigate their lead at the pit.  Meanwhile, Quinn and I can take a trip to the inner market.  We can stock up... and I’m sure Yoshiro would be more than happy to cook for us tonight if we find him a choice cut of spirit beast steak.” 
 
    Yoshiro merely chuckled, as if to say he thought otherwise. 
 
    “I’ll be joining you, Remley,” Varyon said, breaking his silence from the far corner.  He remained stoic in his demeanor, arms crossed over his chest and long black hair falling over his face. 
 
    Remley sighed, allowing a grin to rest on his face.  “If we’re going to remain soul bound, can we at least not make this awkward.” 
 
    Varyon nodded.  “Understood.” 
 
    Remley couldn’t help but laugh.  Somehow, he was certain that Varyon didn’t get the point. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A bit later the wolves split, making their way across the city in nearly opposite directions.  Remley and Quinn headed towards the now bustling market, bringing Varyon Risen in tow.  Leila chose to remain at the tower with Yoshiro, intent on completing some much overdo spirit channeling.  That just left Roy and Kimoura to head to the pit, followed closely by the void adept’s quickly growing cryofox. 
 
    The icy creature had spent much of its time with Leila as of late, though her recent treatment of the creature as a beverage chiller had sent it running back to Roy.  Oddly enough, the beast seemed to be drawing off his free-flowing divine energy and had nearly doubled in size, growing to match the size of an earth dog. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the pair to walk the familiar path to the arena, cutting through alleys and navigating the city’s many cobblestone paths until they reached their destination... The Pit.  As the entered the gate, neither adept noticed the lack of security usually polluted the arena, nor the barren rows of benches typically filled to the brim.  No, by the time the pair sensed the near palpable level of desolation, it was too late. 
 
    The adepts traversed the arena, following the path laid out for them until they found themselves on the pit’s sandy floor.  Though as Roy and Kimoura made their way towards the center of the arena, they weren’t greeted by nobles.  Instead, what they found waiting for them was a trio of brothers, their spirit auras flaring like great flames of the underworld. 
 
    In front of them stood the fateful three. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Dark Arrival 
 
      
 
    The Pit, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Roy’s muscles stiffened and his body nearly froze in place as he made his way onto the arena floor.  Surrounding him was an aura so oppressive that it nearly made him wretch, a living dread that permeated every facet of his body.   
 
    He knew in an instant that it was coming from the three men in front of him, from the trio that he suspected had summoned them here for reasons unknown.  And after a quick inspection, he found the men to be like nothing he’d ever seen. 
 
    The man in the center nearly matched Roy’s size, though his skin was red like blood and his head was adorned with a pair of thick, curved horns.  Accompanied by his black adept attire and a menacing black-red aura, he almost resembled a demon straight out of the underworld gates. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Name: Ayzeth Kaito  
 
    Devil Adept 
 
    Rank: 8th 
 
    Specialization: Ravager 
 
    Divine Power: Annihilation Wave 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The man to Ayzeth’s right was much smaller than Roy, though the strange feeling resonating from his spirit aura was enough to make the void adept sick.  His body was covered from head to boot in thick, white bandages, revealing nothing more than a pair of black eyes that stared back at him with morbid curiosity. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Name: Kazuka Kaito 
 
    Psionic Adept 
 
    Rank: 6th 
 
    Specialization: Mystic 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The third man towered over the other two, standing with an almost casual posture as he crossed his thick arms over his chest.  His body brimmed with muscle and his skin was an unsettling shade of gray.  Of the trio, this one appeared to be the only man wielding any sort of weapon... a large, gleaming poleaxe strapped firmly across his back. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Name: Dakkon Kaito 
 
    Void Adept 
 
    Rank: 6th 
 
    Specialization: Gladiator 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy quickly scanned over the data in front of him, though it only took a second for him to realize that they were way out of their league.  These bastards.... they were spirikai.  Who knew what kind of trials they faced to reach that level of power? 
 
    “Who in Eon’s ashes are these guys?” Kimoura whispered as she slowly fell into a defensive posture.  She didn’t possess the spirit scan as he did, but it was evident that she felt the power that their opponents held. 
 
    “I’m guessing these aren’t nobles,” Roy growled, slipping into a defensive stance of his own.  He didn’t dare take his eyes off the men, though he secretly estimated how far they could make it before they were eradicated.  Could they get to the gate?  To the pit’s exit?  If so, maybe they could lose them in the streets... 
 
    Suddenly, one of the adepts shifted, causing Roy and Kimoura to tense.  The man covered in wrappings.... the one named Kazuka, slowly raised a hand into the air, unclenching his fingers to reveal a single, violet eye embedded in his palm. 
 
    “Do you have them?” Ayzeth asked, eyes now locked on his brother. 
 
    “Hold on a second... yes, I’ve located the target,” Kazuka replied.  “In the market.  He’s wearing a red jacket and a wide-brimmed hat.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” Ayzeth urged.  “I’ll leave these two for you, Dakkon.  Don’t take too long.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Dakkon replied before letting out a sigh.  
 
    A breath later, Ayzeth grabbed Kazuka by the collar and leapt into the air, clearing the arena’s walls in a single bound and disappearing from view. 
 
    “They’re going after Remley!” Kimoura shouted, her voice a mix of panic and rage.  “We-we’ve gotta stop em!” 
 
    “I think we got our own problems,” he replied, pointing to the lone Kaito brother that now stood mere paces away in the sand.   
 
    “You should listen to him,” Dakkon interjected as he casually reached around and retrieved his axe.  “Cause in a moment I’m gonna paint this place red with your blood.” 
 
    “You’re not going to fucking touch her!” Roy growled, allowing his void aura to envelop him like a cloak.  Despite his anger, he thought it best to keep his divine energy concealed... at least for the time being.  He needed every advantage he could muster against an opponent like this. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Dakkon replied as a small grin formed on his gray-skinned face.  Then without warning, he launched his attack. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley Bonaduce was nearly salivating as he made his way through the bustling market, ogling the huge selection of foods that were on display.  To his left, lines of interconnected tables were set up, displaying several choice cuts of spirit beast meat.  Some had been cut from the skybeasts that often circled the city, while others from the abominable creatures that lingered in the mountains to the south… all of them expertly filleted.  This kind of meat, if consumed enough, was not only nutritious but also bolstered one’s spirit energy as well. 
 
    And yet, even more delectable were the tables lined up to Remley’s right.  Rows and rows of delicious sweets sat on display, giving off a near irresistible aroma.  Warm breads and cream-filled pastries made from the finest ingredients all sat, ready to be devoured by those willing to pay the coin.  Unlike the spirit beast steaks, they didn’t offer any nutritional value, but he’d be damned if they weren’t the most delicious thing in Shadowreach. 
 
    “What do you say, boys?”  Remley said as he drew in another waft of the sweet, sweet smell.  “Shall we splurge?” 
 
    Varyon eyed the sweets scrupulously and Quinn merely gnawed on his reed a bit more.  “You payin?” the dread hunter finally asked, raising his brow as the smell finally hit his nostrils. 
 
    Remley chuckled as he began digging around in his pocket for coins.  “Just this time.” 
 
    Slowly, the flame adept retrieved a few zen and began handing them over to the merchant.  His hand made its way over the table, hovering in front of the man as he offered up the required coin... 
 
    That’s when he felt time begin to slow. 
 
    A sphere of temporal energy pulsed behind Rem, bringing everything around him to a sudden crawl.  He tried to turn and confront the technique, but a pair of arms quickly wrapped around him, hoisting him off his feet and then throwing him to the ground. 
 
    A sudden anger filled Remley’s soul as he locked eyes with his attacker, a man that he was foolish enough to trust.  Varyon Risen kneeled over him, pinning him to the ground without a trace of emotion on his face.  The assassin’s true colors had been shown... 
 
    But wait, that didn’t make sense. Varyon was soul bound to him, tied down by a bond that was impossible to break.  By the gods, he couldn’t hurt Rem even if he tried.  But if it wasn’t an attack... 
 
    Suddenly, a burst of black and red light tore through the market, destroying everything in its path and completely obliterating the area where Remley once stood.  
 
    The flame adept’s eyes darted around in panic as the market descended into mayhem.  Whatever had just tried to kill him was immensely powerful, so much so that even the merchant selling sweets was gone, his table incinerated, and his body turned to falling ash. 
 
    “I’m going to release my temporal sphere,” Varyon whispered, barely audible over the screams.  Then we need to run.” 
 
    A breath later the temporal bubble faded and Remley was hoisted to his feet.  He tried to orient himself, but smoke and ash billowed into his face and shrieks of terror filled his ears.  He could feel Varyon tugging at his coat but he resisted, nearly stumbling into another blast intense enough to singe the hairs on the back of his neck. 
 
    “What are you doing?!”  Varyon growled.  “We need to get out of-“ 
 
    “Where’s Quinn?” Rem interjected, gaze frantic as he tried to sift through the smoke. 
 
    “I’m here,” the dread hunter shouted, emerging from beneath a pile and rubble and ash. “What in Eon was that?” 
 
    Before either adept could respond, a dark figure descended, pressing its boots into the dread hunter’s back and driving him back into the ground.  Remley shuddered, taking a step back as the newcomer flooded the area with his oppressive spirit energy like nothing he’d ever felt before. 
 
    “Y-you...” Remley muttered, voice shaky as he locked eyes with his attacker... the eyes of the devil adept, Ayzeth Kaito. 
 
    “Bonaduce,” Ayzeth replied, an air of superiority in his tone.  “By the order of the bounty of blades, I declare your life forfeit.”  Slowly, he lifted a devilish hand in the air and began summoning spirit energy into his palm. “Prepare to die.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Dakkon’s might and Roy’s Fury 
 
      
 
    The Pit, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Roy Skyworth stood at the center of the arena, poised to strike in what felt like the longest second of his reborn life.  He’d come so far since arriving on Eon, but he couldn’t see any way around the mountain of muscle in front of him, the gray-skinned spirikai with an axe large enough to cut down the gods.  And to make matters worse, he had Kimoura here with him, doomed to suffer whatever fate awaited him. 
 
    They had no outs... just a mere second left before all Hell broke loose. 
 
    Suddenly, Dakkon made his charge, hoisting his weapon into the air and slamming it down where Roy stood.  Void energy surged through Roy’s body as he rolled away from the massive axe blade, barely moving quick enough to avoid its ruthlessly sharp edge.  Likewise, Kimoura rolled in the opposite direction, popping back to her feet in her fighting stance. 
 
    “Give me your blood!” Dakkon shouted, his voice almost joyous as he heaved his axe back into the air.  Judging by the man’s strength, Roy was certain that a single strike of that axe would be his end, that even a glancing blow might put him down for good... 
 
    By the gods, he couldn’t make a mistake. 
 
    “Go to Hell,” Roy growled before leaping away from another strike.  Kimoura took the opportunity to charge in from the other side, launching a technique into her opponent’s exposed ribs. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Battlemonk skill:  Devastating Palm 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Her open palm smashed into Dakkon’s side, sending a ripple of light aura across his ribs and a pulse of energy into his gullet.  Dakkon merely grinned, halting his attack on Roy before stunning Kimoura with a stiff elbow in response. 
 
    “Damn you!” Roy yelled before leaping back into the fray, channeling energy into his fists as he activated his void boxing technique.  A familiar feeling coursed through his body as he unleashed a sudden flurry, the memory of his martial training etched deep into his soul. 
 
    Roy landed solid hook on Dakkon’s midsection, then ducked an axe strike before following up with a jab-cross combo to the chin.  Void energy sparked from his fists with each passing strike, enhancing his blows to their peak strength as he hammered away at his opponent... 
 
    And yet, Dakkon seemed unfazed. 
 
    Before Roy could reset, a giant boot came up and crashed into his midsection, forcing the air out of his lungs and sending his body crashing into the sand. 
 
    “Good effort,” Dakkon said as he stepped over the man.  “But not nearly enough.” 
 
    The Kaito brother hoisted his axe over his head, pausing for the slightest of seconds as he lined up the weapon for a quick kill.  Roy saw that and reacted.  Fighting through the pain, he placed his palms on top of one another and took quick aim at his foe. 
 
      
 
    ///////// 
 
    Void Skill:  Aura Cannon 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    An intense blast of spirit energy erupted from Roy’s hand, smashing into Dakkon’s chest and creating an explosion of black-violet light.  The void adept prayed to the gods that the blast was enough to stagger him, that the strength of his new technique afforded him just a little bit of space. However, when the light of his aura cannon faded he was met with none other than the smiling face of Dakkon Kaito. 
 
    “I have to applaud your effort,” Dakkon said before stomping onto Roy’s stomach, nearly bursting his insides.  “But that’s not gonna work on me.  Ya see, this body of mine was forged in underworld flame.  My flesh was tempered on the forge of the dread blacksmith.  My channels… they were hammered shut by the smith’s soul hammer.   I gave up the ability to form techniques, but in return I can withstand just about any punishment you or anyone else can dish out...”  Dakkon heaved his axe.  “...And return it tenfold!” 
 
    The axe blade came down, moving with twice the speed it had before.  Roy fired another aura blast in response, though this time he aimed to his left, propelling him through the sand and just out of the way of Dakkon’s strike. 
 
    The Kaito brother continued his pursuit, though he only made it a few paces before a near immovable force appeared directly in his path.   
 
    “I’m not done with you,” Kimoura growled, standing in front of the man as her light aura blazed with white-hot light. 
 
    “Heh, you’re a resilient little bitch,” Dakkon retorted before turning his focus back on her.  A breath later he swung his axe, bringing it down with incredible speed and making the air around him howl. 
 
    Kimoura displayed her nerves of steel, sidestepping the blow with mere inches to spare before charging in with a strike of her own, then another and another in rapid succession.  
 
    Taking a page from Remley’s book, the woman circled around Dakkon, peppering the man with punches and kicks while using her dexterity to keep away from the man’s mighty blows.  It was the same technique that Rem had used to neutralize the headmaster... overwhelming the man by attacking from all angles with an unprecedented amount of strikes.  Unfortunately, Dakkon wasn’t the headmaster...  
 
    He was a member of the fateful three. 
 
    As Kimoura circled to his right, Dakkon shifted his weapon, catching her in the shoulder with his axe haft and sending her spinning into a defensive pose.  Before the Kaito brother could capitalize on his opening, Roy re-entered the fray, slamming an orb of spirit energy into his back and sending the giant stumbling forward. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Dark Spiral 
 
    /////////// 
 
      
 
    Kimoura shrugged off her pain and leapt back in, joining Roy’s side as the two unleashed mutual destruction.  The pair moved in near tandem, attacking Dakkon from all sides, forcing the spirikai on his heels as they hurled their techniques at him with all of their strength, their desperation, their fury! 
 
    For the briefest of moments, it looked like the two Spiriteka stood a chance.  It looked like their two-pronged attack might be enough to overwhelm their larger, brutish foe... 
 
    Or perhaps Dakkon Kaito hadn’t shown his true strength. 
 
    “Enough,” the Kaito brother uttered before leaping away from his attackers.  He landed several feet away, granting himself just enough time to reset his stance and dig his heels into the sand. 
 
    Kimoura was the first to pursue, diving to his right as she took aim with another devastating palm.  Dakkon quickly countered, moving with such speed that he easily caught the woman by surprise.  In a flash he slid past Kimoura’s defenses, not bothering to meet her gaze as he struck out with a kick that would spell her end. 
 
    A blood-curdling shriek filled the air as Dakkon’s massive boot came down on the side of her knee, crunching bone and forcing the woman to collapse into the swirling sand. 
 
    “No!” Roy howled, slamming his fist into the sand as he channeled divine energy into his palm. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Divine Power: Deep Freeze 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Icy power flooded the area where Dakkon stood, surrounding the man in crystalline spires that quickly closed in around him.  The brute resisted, steeling himself as the forged stalagmites pressed into his flesh.  But just like the Kirin, the Kaito brother was overcome, crushed beneath the power of Roy’s divine strength.  
 
    The azure markings on Roy’s arm began to glow as he poured more of himself into the technique, forcing the spires together and creating a sound that resembled an ice giant sharpening its blade.  He could no longer see the man at the center of his deadly technique, but he wanted to be certain that he’d finished him off.  He wanted to end him in the most brutal of fashions. 
 
    Eventually, an eerie silence began to creep into the arena as Roy put a stop to his technique.  His opponent was down, and not just due to his deep freeze skill.  His technique had been amplified by his tidal fury body.  In fact, it was quite possibly the strongest attack he’d ever unleashed... and yet, none of that had entered his thoughts.  The only thing on his mind, the only thing that mattered was Kimoura. 
 
    Desperate, the void adept scrambled over to her location, cradling her as she writhed in the sand.  Pain decorated the woman’s face as she clutched at her wounded knee, the joint mangled and her leg twisted in an unnatural pose. 
 
    “Are you-“ 
 
    “I’m ok,” she interjected, her words coming through clenched teeth.  “A week of channeling light aura and I’ll be good as new... er, maybe two.”  Despite her pain, the light adept forced a smile onto her face, calming Roy’s nerves and drawing out a small grin of his own. 
 
    After planting a kiss on her forehead, Roy slid her arm around his neck and hoisted her into the air.  “Let’s go find the others,” he said.  “I don’t know what the Hell is going on around here.”   
 
    Kimoura nodded, wincing as she forced herself onto one leg. 
 
    As the pair started walking, Roy’s cryofox emerged from hiding and rushed to their side, positioning itself next to Kimoura for added support.  The little beast wasn’t much for confrontation, but dammit all was it loyal to no end. 
 
    Battered by their encounter, the adepts began to make their way across the arena floor, unsure of what not awaited beyond its large, iron gates.  They could only hope that Remley and the others had handled their pursuers as well as- 
 
    “Roy!” Kimoura shouted, tensing her muscles so quickly that she nearly put him in a headlock. 
 
    Roy opened his mouth to respond, though he found himself speechless as an unshakable feeling of dread was sent creeping through his spirit.  In front of him, the cluster of icy spires began to splinter and crack before shattering into a thousand dazzling pieces.   
 
    A breath later the group was showered in tiny pieces of glimmering ice, a remarkably beautiful sight compared to the terror that now stood before them.  Roy thought he’d put an end to that bastard.  He’d thought it was done…. But no, standing mere paces away was the mountainous form of Dakkon Kaito, killer of giants. 
 
    “By Bahamut’s scaly ass!” Dakkon roared, throwing his head back in laughter as he shook away the last bit of ice.  “I didn’t know you had divine energy hiding in there.  And you even held out till the last second to use it. Damnit I think I’m impressed!” 
 
    Panic swelled in Roy’s spirit as he watched the Kaito brother fully emerge from his icy prison.  Deep freeze had been his final gambit.  It was the strongest thing he had left in his toolbox, and yet it had done virtually nothing!   
 
    Dakkon appeared just as fresh as he had at the fight’s onset, and his gray skin sported minimal damage from Roy’s sharp spires of ice.  They had nothing left to throw at the man... 
 
    By the gods, they were finished! 
 
    “To be honest, I was a little disappointed,” Dakkon said as he approached, leaving his golden axe embedded in the ice.  “You see, I thought I got stuck playing with the mice while my brothers got to take down the real prize.  Oh, they are going to be pissed when they find out I got my hands on a divine adept.”  Dakkon paused to let out another chuckle.  “You know, I might rank up just from absorbing your soul essence.” 
 
    “Then come and get it, you bastard,” Roy growled, offering challenge despite the odds.  He allowed his void aura to flare, weaving in what little divine energy he had left and holding on to the slim hope that his opponent might second guess another attack.   
 
    The hopes were dashed with quick brutality. 
 
    Dakkon leapt from his position, landing in front of Roy with such force that the ground began to shake. With a single violent strike, the spirikai knocked Kimoura away, crushing both her body and spirit and sending her skidding through the sand.  A second attack followed in its wake, this time a low kick to Roy’s defenseless cryfox.  The creature went wide-eyed, locking its gaze on Roy as the strike landed and its azure body was shattered into a dozen icy pieces. 
 
    Roy wanted to cry out.  He wanted to curse that bastard to hell and bury him under the weight of a thousand suns.  He wanted to tear the man’s heart out and squeeze it until it burst, spilling his lifeblood across the windswept sand... 
 
    But he could do nothing. 
 
    When Dakkon was trying, he moved like a tempest across the battlefield, a force of nature that destroyed everything it laid its hands on.  Matched with his sudden insane burst of speed, he was virtually unstoppable! 
 
    Roy tried to muster his spirit energy, but Dakkon quickly turned his focus to him, blasting him with a punch to the solar plexus that Roy was certain he could feel in his soul.  The void adepts’ legs crumpled beneath him, though his mighty adversary scooped him up before he could hit the ground. 
 
    “It’s time for your pain to end,” Dakkon whispered as he hoisted Roy up by his skull.  “Now show me your blood.” 
 
    The Kaito brother’s grip began to tighten on Roy’s head, squeezing it like a vice, causing an agony that Roy had never felt before.  He tried desperately to claw at the man’s hands, to do whatever he could to break his iron grip, but as his vision blurred and the blood began to pour from his nose, he had to accept it...  This was the end. 
 
    “Yes.  Yes!” Dakkon roared as he watched the void adept begin to fade.  “Give me your blood!  Give me your power!  Give me your-“ 
 
    The sound of Dakkon’s voice was cut short by the familiar roar of a gunshot, then a second, then a third!  A breath later he felt the pressure on his head release as his brutish opponent dropped him to the ground. 
 
    Disoriented, Roy gazed about the arena, trying to figure out why on Eon he was still alive.  He spotted Dakkon still just feet away from him, portions of his body now charred and billowing smoke.  He could also spot Kimoura, her body sprawled out and unmoving in the sand. 
 
    Slowly his gaze moved around the arena until finally they settled on the open gate and the man making his entrance, on the spiriteka illuminated by the mighty aura of the beast.  He couldn’t believe it, but making a fast approach was the face of his past, his rival, his former brother in arms.  Approaching was Kai Blaine wielding a goddamn spirit shotgun. 
 
    Kai shot a grin at Roy before leveling his gun at Dakkon.  “I can’t believe I have to save your ass,” he said, arms steady and cloak billowing in the breeze.  Then without hesitation, he took aim and fired.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Sacrafice 
 
      
 
    The war-torn marketplace, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Remley Bonaduce stood at the center of the war-torn market, his spirit swirling with turmoil and rage.  In front of him stood an indomitable force, an incarnation of destructive power that had taken the lives of so many of his kin.  Ayzeth Kaito, eldest of the Kaito brothers had come for him, and he had nowhere left in the realm to run. 
 
    “The Bonaduce line ends here,” Ayzeth said, red and black spirit energy pooling in his palms.  As the devil adept took a step forward, Remley tried to catch a glimpse of Quinn, but the imminent threat in front of him demanded his immediate attention. 
 
    “Perhaps you’ve made a mistake,” Remley jested, his voice shaky and his spirit nearly flaring out of control.  “But there is no Bonaduce around here.” 
 
    “No,” Ayzeth growled, seeing right through his jest.  “Only dead ones.” 
 
    Remley tensed as he awaited the charge.  Instead, he was nearly knocked over from behind as a dark figure rushed past him, translucent blue energy swirling around his form. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Varyon roared as he charged the devil adept, his expression fearless as he engaged the far superior foe.  Ayzeth immediately launched an orb of red-black spirit energy in the temporal adept’s direction, though it quickly began to slow as it entered his temporal sphere.  Moving quickly, Varyon used the opportunity to vault over his opponent, unleashing an array of thick, spirit webs from his former guild’s eight-legged insignia. 
 
    Ayzeth merely sighed, drawing in his aura like a cloak around his body and burning away the assassin’s well-placed webs.  “You would use the spider insignia against me... unbelievable”   
 
    Suddenly, the devil adept’s gaze quickly averted to his brother.  “Kazuka, go ahead and have fun with the Bonaduce boy while I tear this traitor’s soul from his body.” 
 
    Remley went wide-eyed, immediately turning and drawing in aura as he sensed an attack coming on.  A breath later, a very strange spirit aura flared in his presence.  The power seemed to resonate from somewhere unfamiliar, as if it was drawn from something unfathomable, like a thought or a dream.  Even worse, he could feel it prod at the back of his brain like some sort of sinister, unseen assault.  Standing in the flame adept’s wake was Kazuka Kaito, the endless nightmare. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Varyon landed in a crouch behind Ayzeth, his spider insignia glowing with spiritual power as it covered his opponent in thick spirit webs.  Despite having abandoned the guild, the power of his guild insignia still flowed through him, allowing him to access its unique array of techniques.  In fact, the only way to remove the power would be to carve the insignia right out of his flesh...  Perhaps he’d consider it one day, but for now he’d use it to his advantage. 
 
    Ayzeth let out a growl, drawing out his spirit aura and destroying the powerful webbing before turning to face Varyon, eyes glowing with crimson light.  “I’m going to eradicate you!” he roared, drawing in energy for a second attack. 
 
    Varyon narrowed his eyes at him, channeling energy of his own.  “You may find that more difficult than you think.” 
 
    Again, Ayzeth struck first, launching a wave of destructive energy directly at Varyon’s chest.  The temporal adept countered, releasing a blast of temporal energy and slowing the attack’s approach.  He then dashed towards the technique, sliding beneath the attack before rising in time to slam an open palm directly into Ayzeth’s red-skinned chest... 
 
    An attack that would ultimately prove futile. 
 
    Ayzeth let out a roar as Varyon closed in, releasing a burst of devilish spirit energy and breaking the temporal hold on his body.  As Varyon struck him he countered with an equally brutal strike, driving a clawed fist into the man’s throat.  He followed it up with a mighty headbutt, slamming a curved horn into the temporal adept’s head and splitting the flesh just above his eye. 
 
    A wave of pain passed through Varyon’s body, but he refused to show a single shred of it.  By the gods, he’d been slain before.  It was going to take more than a flesh wound to break his icy cold resolve.  
 
    Varyon spun off his back as another strike came in, rolling to his right as Ayzeth’s claws dug thick grooves into the ground.  Another strike followed in its shadow, coming so close that it sliced the tunic that clung to his chest.   
 
    As the sharp claws passed him by, the temporal adept lunged forward, smashing another palm into the side of Ayzeth’s face, then followed it up with a wheel kick to his side.  He then used the impact of the blow to vault away, leaving him just out of range of a deadly counter strike. 
 
    It was clear that the temporal energy flowing through Varyon’s body was giving him a substantial edge in speed, even against his spirikai foe.  However, the lack of power behind his blows was a problem.  If he didn’t begin dealing some substantial damage, he was eventually going to get caught by the devil adept... and then things would be dire. 
 
    “Your eyes betray you,” Ayzeth said as he paused his pursuit to adjust his tunic, clearly unaffected by Varyon’s blows.  “At first glance, you look like a man without fear, an unwavering soul willing to take on the gods.  But a look into your eyes reveals your personal truth.” 
 
    “And what’s that,” Varyon replied, buying himself a few seconds as he desperately searched for an answer to the devil adept’s awesome strength.” 
 
    Ayzeth’s face stretched into a wicked grin, a sight that reflected the darkness that dwelled within his soul.  “That you’ve come to accept your fate, traitor.  That today your soul becomes mine!” 
 
    Suddenly, the devil adept propelled himself forward, spirit energy swirling around his form.  Varyon immediately went on the defensive, surrounding himself with a temporal sphere as he began moving to his left.  He dropped the second Ayzeth entered his sphere, reaching down and retrieving a scorched piece of wood left behind from one of the devil adept’s previous techniques. 
 
    As Ayzeth closed the distance, Varyon rose from his crouch and swung, pouring spirit energy into his arms as he struck the devil adept with all his might.  The thick piece of timber shattered upon contact, causing tiny splinters of wood to hover about the temporal sphere… 
 
    That is, before they burst into flame. 
 
    Ayzeth winced behind the force of the blow, though it hardly stopped his progression.  Channeling his destructive power, the devil adept summoned a powerful energy sphere of his own.  Red-black spirit energy cascaded from his body, shattering Varyon’s temporal aura and sending the assassin crashing into the nearby wall.  It was a simple technique, but one that displayed the vast power disparity between the two. 
 
    No longer interested in sparring with the assassin, Ayzeth darted forward, slamming his palm into the temporal adept’s chest and pinning him against the cold, hard stone.  “See you in the underworld, traitor,” he whispered, his tone full of mockery and deceit.  “Obliterate!” 
 
    Destructive energy began to build beneath Ayzeth’s palm, disintegrating Varyon’s tunic and burning at his vulnerable flesh.  Desperate, the temporal adept resisted with every that he had, everything that he was.  He forced raw spirit energy into his chest, channeling it into a makeshift shield as he tried to stave off the obliteration technique.  The man had died before, so he knew the pain that it brought.  However, this particular skill wouldn’t just kill him, but likely destroy his body entirely.  And if he was being honest with himself, he wasn’t certain he could come back from that.  Varyon hated to admit it... but he felt actual fear. 
 
    “Die,” Ayzeth uttered, channeling more of his energy into the devastating technique.   
 
    Varyon tried to defend himself, but the destructive spirit energy was proving just too much to overcome.  Waves of agony began to encompass his body as the smell of burning flesh made its way to his nose… his own flesh.  By the dark gods, he was being burned alive! 
 
    For the briefest of seconds, the temporal adept considered giving in to death.  By continuing to channel his time-altering aura, he was only guaranteeing himself a prolonged period of unbearable pain.  And yet, in the face of insurmountable odds, the former assassin for the spiders could not allow himself to give up.  He would fight to the bitter end, just as he was trained to do so.  This would be his end… 
 
    Suddenly, a flash of silver aura blinked into existence a mere second before the devil adept took Varyon’s life.  The temporal adept watched with amazement as the aura appeared again, this time just feet from where he was pinned to the wall. 
 
    Ayzeth saw it too, thought the look on his face was far from amazed.  No, the Kaito brother wore a look of shock and disgust as he gazed upon the aura’s strange source… 
 
    Emerging from the flash of silver light was Seline Bonaduce, armed and ready for war. 
 
    “Slayer of my kin…” she growled, eyes fixated on the devil adept.  “Prepare to give me your soul.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley let his aura flare as he measured the man in front of him, a small, wiry creature covered in bandages from head to foot.  From what he could tell, the adept didn’t possess any weapons, and the aura emanating from his body was of the likes he never felt.  The most sensible strategy would be to feel the man out, to gain an understanding of his abilities and expose him in brutal fashion.  Unfortunately, Rem didn’t have the luxury of a long, drawn-out battle, especially when the lives of his companions were on the line. 
 
    And besides… speed kills. 
 
    Drawing his curved blade, Remley channeled aura into his legs and dashed forward, taking aim at the adept’s neck.  A single, clean strike would be enough to remove his head, no matter how tightly it was wrapped to that wretched body.   
 
    The flame adept managed to close the distance in an instant, slicing through his opponent with little resistance and sending his head rolling about the market’s floor.  It was quite easy… almost too easy Remley realized as he paused to gaze upon the corpse.  A breath later, the decapitated body began to melt away, leaving just a pile of bandages lying at his feet. 
 
    “What in the underworld pits is this?” Remley muttered as he crouched down to examine the pile.  There wasn’t a single trace of his opponent left, not a drop of blood or a shred of torn flesh.  Simply put… It was impossible. 
 
    “Over here,” an ominous voice whispered into his ear, nearly causing Remley to jump out of his skin.  Immediately he rose to his feet and turned, searching for the source of those words.  Then he saw him. 
 
    Standing mere feet away was his strange opponent, bandages once again wrapped tightly around his form.  And though he couldn’t see his face beneath all of those white wrappings, Remley somehow knew that it sported a wicked grin. 
 
    “What are you?’ the flame adept growled, lifting his blade in the air as he took aim once more. 
 
    “I am nothing.  I am everything,” the man said as a strange, almost invisible aura began to swirl around his form.  “I am seen.  I am unseen.  I am life and death.  I am a dream… and I am a nightmare.”   
 
    Remley remained unmoving, hesitant to charge in after the strange behavior this man, this thing had exhibited.  “Your words are hollow,” he finally replied, continuing to measure his opponent with growing suspicion.  “You’re just a coward that chooses to hide his face” 
 
    Kazuka began to chuckle, then immediately started to reach for the wrappings around his wrist.  “I’m not hiding from the world, you fool,” he uttered.  “I’m sparing them.” 
 
    Slowly, the mysterious Kaito brother began to remove his wrappings, unraveling them from his limbs, his torso and eventually his face.  Casually, he allowed the rags to fall to the ground and spread his arms, revealing himself to Remley just as the naïve flame adept had requested… 
 
    An act that Remley would come to quickly regret. 
 
    Kazuka’s skin was withered and malleable as if it’d been haphazardly stretched over his bones.  And yet, even more horrifying were the hundreds of eyes embedded into his flesh, ever seeing, spinning about as they emitted more of that strange, toxic aura. 
 
    “Behold, my god’s eye imbuing…” Kazuka uttered, curling his lips back to reveal a row of razor-sharp teeth.  “For I now foresee your doom.” 
 
    Remley forced a grin onto his face, masking his fear beneath his bravado and a thinning layer of steely resolve.  “Or perhaps you’ve just given me another twelve dozen eyes to poke out.  Here, let me demonstrate.’ 
 
    The flame adept immediately shifted his stance and began channeling spirit energy into his insignia.  “Steel brotherhood technique… seven blades of re-“ 
 
    “Die!” Kazuka interrupted, taking a step closer as each of his embedded eyes locked on the flame adept’s form.   
 
    Suddenly, a wave of nauseating energy passed over Remley, putting a halt to his signature technique and forcing him to a knee.  He hadn’t seen what hit him, but the pain in his body was excruciating, like nothing he’d ever felt before.  His stomach felt like he had swallowed a thousand daggers.  His skin felt as though it was being stripped from his bones.   
 
    Remley tried to rise, but he felt like a mountain was resting atop his shoulders.  He tried to breathe, but it felt like he was drawing hellfire directly into his soul.  He was in agony, and the only thing that he could see were those eyes looking back at him… those damned dreadful eyes! 
 
    Slowly, Remley shifted into a fetal position as his body began to crumble.  He was unable to breathe, unable to move without suffering unimaginable pain.  In seconds, he would die.  He knew it, for it was the only thought left in his mind!   
 
    Growing silent, the flame shut his eyes and tried to shut out some of the anguish in his soul.  Though as he did, he began to feel something… a slight shift in the wind, and not due to inclement weather.  No, this feeling brushing against his molten hot skin was wind aura.  
 
    Suddenly, three spears of spirit energy soared through the air, taking aim at Kazuka as he continued to wrack Remley’s brain with torment.   One went wide but a pair of them struck the monstrous adept head-on, gouging out a pair of eyeballs on his arm and shoulder.  Kazuka shuddered from the blows, giving Remley just enough relief to force his eyes open and watch in awe as Leila charged in, spirit lances forming on the tips of her fingers. 
 
    “Leila, no!” Remley yelled his voice hoarse as it traveled across the market.  She promptly ignored him, launching another barrage at the Kaito brother and forcing him to scramble away. 
 
    Suddenly, dozens of the man’s eyes shifted from Remley and centered on Leila’s form, quickly bringing the woman to a knee.  He could see the pain etched into her face, the agony building behind her stalwart gaze.  There wasn’t a single physical wound on her body, and yet he knew that she was feeling the same pain he was.  She had fallen into his trap. 
 
    “N-no...” Remley said, using his blade to force himself to a knee.  He would not watch another one of his companions to fall to one of these bastards.  He couldn’t bear it. 
 
    Clenching his teeth, the man channeled flame aura into his blade and errantly swung it through the air, sending a wave of fire at Kazuka. 
 
    The Kaito brother almost seemed surprised by the resilience that flame adept was displaying, especially under the weight of his endless nightmare technique.  Unfortunately, the oncoming wave of flame went wide, only forcing the Kaito brother to double down on the usage of his vile aura. 
 
    Remley doubled over in pain once more, dropping his blade in the dirt before collapsing into the ground himself.  There was just nothing he could do against the man’s invisible torment...  Nothing he could do to spare the others this pain. 
 
    Slowly, his gaze shifted back to Leila who now quietly knelt on the ground.  Her eyes weren’t looking back at him though, nor were they centered on their opponent who stood mere paces away.  No, her gaze was centered on the runic wrapping tightly strapped to her left arm. 
 
    “Leila!” Remley yelled, eyeing the intention written all over her face. 
 
    “It’s the only way, Rem!” she replied as she unfastened one of the straps.  “He’s in my head, and it’s the only way I know how to get him out!” 
 
    Tears began to swell in her eyes as she continued to remove another strap, though Remley wasn’t certain if it was due to pain or because of what awaited her.   
 
    For as long as he knew her, Leila had kept the power that lied within that arm well hidden.  It was something that she hadn’t used since she acquired it that fateful day as an airship Captain.  When spoken about, the wind adept had alluded to it as a darkness that she couldn’t control.   
 
    And yet, here they were. 
 
    “You’re going to regret this, you ugly bastard,” Leila growled as she removed the final strap, rising against the pain to face the unyielding Kazuka.  “Just remember that you brought this upon yourself.” 
 
    Remley grimaced as Leila pulled away the wrapping, unsure of what to expect.  A breath later he found himself going wide-eyed as the runic piece of cloth fell to the ground.  
 
    A thick, sludge-like material that was blacker then ink began to crawl up Leila’s arm, adhering to the contours of her body as it stretched across her entire form.  Clusters of small spikes began to form on her shoulders as a similar set of spikes formed over her knuckles.  Her face, once elegant and fierce, was quickly covered by the strange black entity, leaving only her eyes and the long, whip-like appendage that was once her hair. 
 
    “Le-Leila?” Remley muttered, still fighting against the unending waves of pain. 
 
    Leila didn’t bother to acknowledge him, instead falling into an animalistic stance as she set her sights on Kazuka.  Her mighty wind aura, once a great source of pride for the adept, was all but gone.  Instead, the energy surrounding her felt all too similar to a mighty darkbeast straight out of the veil.  It was in that instant that Remley knew... his captain was no longer in charge.  No, controlling the woman was her dark passenger... a divine power born of the dark gods. 
 
    “What have you done?” Kazuka roared as his eyes locked on Leila.  “You’ve soiled a precious gift from the deity of shadows!” 
 
    Leila merely responded with an otherworldly roar, then sprang from her crouch and charged.  She moved like a shadowy blur across the battlefield, leaping on to the Kaito brother’s back before he could fully grasp what was happening.  Enraged, the transformed wind adept began her relentless assault, battering the wretched man’s head with her spiked knuckles until crimson stains decorated her inky black shell. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, Remley witnessed a transformation in Kazuka that he could not have foreseen.  At the onset of battle, the many-eyed man had been nearly untouchable, his aura like an invisible predator toying with its prey.  But now, with Leila under the influence of similarly sinister forces, he seemed unable to stave off her assault.  In fact, without the power of his nightmarish aura, he almost seemed feeble.  He seemed weak. 
 
    Leila let out another roar as she thrashed the man atop his shoulders, her talon-adorned fingers now clawing at his face.  Kazuka desperately tried to block, but each time he raised his arms Leila merely clawed out more of his many eyes. 
 
    “Get off of me!” Kazuka screeched, pouring aura into his arms and giving him the strength needed to toss the woman away.  Leila displayed superior dexterity, spinning through the air and landing on her feet before redoubling her attack. 
 
    A pulse of dark energy propelled the woman forward, sending a pair of clawed hands into Kazuka’s chest.  She used that momentum to drive the Kaito brother into the dirt then vaulted off his body, landing in nearly the same place that the battle had started. 
 
    With unmatched quickness, the wind adept dropped to a crouch, scooping up the spear that she’d dropped at the onset of battle.  The inky black substance that covered her body quickly consumed her weapon as well, transforming the polearm into a shadowy instrument of death. 
 
    Kazuka forced himself to his feet, his many eyes narrowed at his speedy foe.  “Turning the shadows on me will only anger the dark ones above.  Would you be so bold?”   
 
    Despite holding his ground, the Kaito brother could do little to hide the fear in his voice.  His abilities, no matter how strong, were fueled by darkness.  They built to pray on one’s mind.  However, facing an opponent who had willingly given themselves to the dark, he found himself all but powerless. 
 
    Leila cocked her masked face to the left, pausing as if she understood the Kaito brother’s idle threat...  Then she promptly snapped her arm forward, propelling her spear directly into Kazuka Kaito’s chest. 
 
    “N-no...” the many-eyed man uttered, clutching at the weapon now protruding from his flesh.  For the unparalleled strength he had displayed with his spirit aura, the mystic was rather fragile when it came to physical attacks. 
 
    Leila was back on him nearly a breath later, gripping the spear and both hands and she used it to hoist the man up like a gruesome trophy. 
 
    Showcasing the brutal nature of her transformation, the wind adept reached up and placed both hands on the man’s head.  She seemed unaffected by his screams as she began to twist and tear, shredding the man’s skin until a final tear removed his head from his shoulders. 
 
    And just like that, Kazuka Kaito was no more. 
 
    Remley rose to a knee, watching as the wind adept paced around Kazuka’s mangled body.  Her inky shell rippled as she drank in the man’s massive cloud of soul essence, absorbing the reward she so rightly deserved.  Still, she’d defeated her opponent and that creeping darkness still lingered around her, holding her soul hostage. 
 
    “Leila?” Remley said, feeling unease as he called out the woman’s name.  Her head immediately snapped to the right, eyes wild as they locked on his form. 
 
    “It’s me,” he continued, raising his hands in defense.  Leila responded by dashing over to his location, slamming a claw into his chest and hoisting him up into the air. 
 
    “Please...” Remley pleaded as he felt her claws begin to sink into his flesh.  He didn’t know how much of his companion was in there beneath the layers of shadow and hate.  By the gods, he didn’t even know if he could reach her... but she’d given everything to save him.  He had to try. 
 
    Leila let out an otherworldly growl before throwing the man into the ground, knocking the wind out of his lungs.  She then leapt onto his chest, pinning him beneath the weight of her corrupted soul. 
 
    “Leila, focus!” he urged, struggling as her claws found their way around his throat.  “Remember who you are... Remember... remember the Sky Wolves!” 
 
    Suddenly the wind adept paused, easing her grip around Remley’s throat as the inky black shell around her began to shift.  Slowly, the blackness around her face began to retract, revealing a face twisted in pain.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry, Rem!  I can’t control it!” she gasped, clearly struggling to restrain herself from tearing out his throat.  Despite that he embraced her, placing his hands over hers. 
 
    “You can fight this, Leila!  You can!”  he urged, trying to draw her back to the light. 
 
    Leila paused, meeting Remley’s gaze for a second that seemed to last an eternity.  Her expression softened and had muscles relaxed.  She was doing it.  She was returning to herself... 
 
    Or so Remley thought. 
 
    The inky black substance snapped back across Leila’s face, reassuming control of her formidable physique.  In a single breath, she thrust her arms forward, sending Remley careening through the dirt before slamming his body into a pile of debris.  Then she turned her head, giving the flame adept a final glance before leaping off into the shadow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Brothers in Arms 
 
      
 
    The Pit, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Roy watched in disbelief as Kai made his way across the arena, firing his spirit shotgun from the hip as he took aim at their indomitable foe. 
 
    Dakkon immediately shifted his focus to the approaching adept, digging his heels in as the waves of energy burned at his skin.  He growled in protest as each squeeze of the trigger released a burst of powerful spirit energy, chipping away at his defenses that seemed all but unbreakable. 
 
    “You’re going to need more than that, you puny bastard!” Dakkon growled, shrugging off the blows and making a leap at Kai.  The former officer displayed a nimbleness of his own, using a burst of spirit energy to roll to his right and avoid the oncoming blow. 
 
    “You ready to put this guy down, officer Skyworth?” Kai asked as he spun away from another attack, narrowly dodging an empowered fist. 
 
    Roy looked over at Kimoura, her body broken and beat.  He looked at his cryofox, it’s body now shattered into a dozen crystalline shards.  Then he turned his gaze back to Dakkon, the one responsible for all this pain. 
 
    “You’re damn right I am.” 
 
    Roy’s body illuminated with black-violet light as his spirit exploded with energy, feeding off the strength of his unchecked rage.  He’d done well to keep his anger in check during his time in Shadowreach, but that was over now.  Dakkon has pushed him to his limit... it was time to break it. 
 
    “High-low, Skyworth!” Kai yelled as he launched himself forward.  He immediately fell into a baseball slide, slipping between Dakkon’s legs before firing a round off into the Kaito brother’s knee. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Gunslinger Skill: Aura Burst Shot 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy let loose a simultaneous barrage, charging Dakkon’s flank and slamming a dark spiral directly into the back of his head.  The combined force wasn’t enough to deal heavy damage to the adept, but it did manage to disrupt his center of balance and force the towering brute to a knee. 
 
    Kai used the opportunity to shift his gun barrel upwards, resting it on Dakkon Kaito’s chin.  With a quick pull of the trigger, he released another round of spirit energy, blasting the man like an explosive punch to the face! 
 
    Roy expected the massive adept to recoil but the man merely ate the blow, a pained grin forming on his now smoking face.  Once again, the giant man displayed his unorthodox speed, snapping his arms forward and latching on to the barrel of Kai’s gun.   
 
    The beast adept tried to shake his spirit shotgun free, but Dakkon merely used it to hoist him into the air, swinging him like a rag doll before slamming him directly into Roy.  He then followed it up with a kick to the gut, propelling both of the outrealmers across the arena’s sandy floor. 
 
    The pair were slow to rise to their feet, feeling the effects of Dakkon’s brutish strength.  Even worse, Kai had lost a grip on his weapon, which now lied several paces away in the sand. 
 
    “Got any ideas?” Roy whispered as they squared up against their approaching foe, unsure of the mountainous man’s next move. 
 
    Kai’s gaze flickered to the right, briefly settling on the golden axe that remained lodged in a broken spire of ice.  “He’s thick-skinned... I’ll give him that.  But look over there... that’s a relic.  Maybe if we can get ahold of it, we can carve him up.” 
 
    Roy inspected the item out of the corner of his eye, pulling up a translucent screen of data. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Dawnbreaker 
 
    Relic of the 2nd Age 
 
      
 
    History:  This weapon once belonged to Shazara, goddess of light and keeper of the worldstar.  In the hands of the righteous, it is said to have the power to cut through shadow and carve a path to dawn. 
 
    Divine power:  If extracted, the weapon contains the power unyielding dawn. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “He’s never gonna let us get to it,” Roy said, preparing for Dakkon’s charge. 
 
    “You go,” Kai ordered.  “I’ll hold him off.” 
 
    “Without your gun?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kai replied.  “I got a few other weapons under my belt.”   
 
    Suddenly, the beast adept began channeling his aura, allowing golden light to wash over his form.  His muscles expanded, growing in size as brown and gold hair began to sprout from his limbs.  His fingertips sprouted razor-sharp claws and his face stretched into a feline maw and his hair took the form of a wild mane.  By all accounts, the man looked like a damned lion! 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Beast skill: Beast form (Lion’s Pride) 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Go!” Kai roared before charging in, meeting Dakkon head-on as his body surged with bestial fury.  His refined fighting style was all but gone in this form, replaced by something more fierce... something primal.   
 
    Claws thrashed at Dakkon’s skin and ivory fangs bit into flesh as Kai threw everything he had at the man, taking his own punishment in return.  Roy could see a clear boost in Kai’s strength, but there was still no way he’d hold up for long against the Kaito brother.  He had to make this count.  He had to get that damned axe. 
 
    Channeling spirit aura into his legs, Roy dashed across the arena, eyes locked on Dawnbreaker as it sat idly in the ice.  Dakkon quickly caught on to what the man was doing and moved to intercept, tossing Kai away with a quick show of his might.  Fortunately for Roy, Kai was far more resilient than Dakkon had anticipated. 
 
    Clawed hands began to glow as Kai leapt onto the Kaito brother’s back, digging into gray flesh and slowing the man’s charge.  
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Beast Skill: Shining Claw 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy seized the opportunity, using an empowered leap to bound over the broken ice and land directly in front of the relic.  He drew in a deep breath as he extended his hands forward, hovering just inches away from the axe’s haft.  Then he grit his teeth and latched on to the weapon. 
 
    Suddenly, Roy was standing in the middle of a barren field, surrounded by nothing but the ominous approaching vale.  The growls of darkbeasts echoed around him as the vile creatures began to appear out of the fog, baring their teeth and thrashing their tails as they closed in on him.   
 
    His instincts told him to run, but Roy forced himself to hold his ground.  In the back of his mind, he knew that this was just some sort of vision… an astral projection embedded in the relic’s divine energy. 
 
    As the darkbeasts grew closer, Roy noticed another figure join his side.  A woman, tall and slender with pale skin and hair the color of sunlight rose to meet the darkness, dawnbreaker held firmly in her grasp.  Thin pieces of metal interlocked over her torso, flowing behind her in what appeared to be a dress made of bronze.  She was beautiful… beautiful and deadly. 
 
    Moving with grace, the woman lifted dawnbreaker into the air and swung, releasing a wave of golden light into the approaching shadow.  The darkbeasts screeched as the light tore through the vale, vanquishing the darkness and the creatures hidden within it and creating a path for the rays of the worldstar to shine through.   
 
    Slowly the woman turned and took measure of Roy, her viridian eyes glimmering in the light of her supernatural glow.  Carefully she extended her mighty weapon out to the man, offering him the golden axe.  Though to his surprise, she paused as his hands wrapped around its haft. 
 
    “The power of my axe burns for the righteous!’ she said, her tone echoing with otherworldly power.  Then darkness rushed in and everything was consumed in a wave of black… 
 
    Roy opened his eyes, finding himself back in the arena, dawnbreaker still held firmly in his grasp.  Behind him, Kai was continuing to struggle against the behemoth, clawing at the man’s forearms as Dakkon slammed him into the ground by his mane. 
 
    Channeling his anger, Roy centered himself and tried to lift the axe off the ground just as the goddess Shazara had done.  Unfortunately, this relic acted nothing like Cipherion’s Tooth, and he found it nearly impossible to dislodge it from the ice.   
 
    “Roy, now!” Kai growled, digging his claws into Dakkon as he tried to break the man’s iron grip.  Roy grimaced, once again trying to heave the weapon into the air but only managing to lift it a mere foot off the ground. 
 
    “Fools!” Dakkon howled, letting out a mocking laugh as he slammed Kai’s body into the dirt.  Before the beast adept could escape, he stomped down on his chest, pressing the man into the sand and creating a shallow crater in the arena’s floor.  “The power in that thing is sealed and you’ll never be able to crack it!  I just keep it around because it’s great for crackin skulls!” 
 
    Before Roy could flee, the Kaito brother bounded in his direction, landing a mere pace away from where he stood. 
 
    “And it hits like a damned leviathan,” Dakkon continued, snapping his hand forward and latching on to the back of Roy’s neck.  “Now let’s see some more of that blood,” he said, slamming the void adept’s head into the axe haft with each word spoken. 
 
    Roy tried to break away, but his resources were waning, and the pain was making his mind spin.  His divine energy was all but dried up and his void energy was beginning to deplete, especially since he’d been channeling it to his muscles nearly the entire fight.  There was still the void blade, but a bludgeoning weapon would likely have no effect on a foe like this… 
 
    With blood streaming down his face, Roy reached for his belt and snatched up the only trick he had left, one that had helped him in a tough situation with Headmaster Zion.  Gritting his teeth, Roy pressed the item into Dakkon’s side and activated the arc launcher. 
 
    Waves of lightning energy coursed through Dakkon’s body, electrifying his dull, gray skin and forcing his muscles to rapidly contract.  He held the weapon there for several breaths, dumping whatever energy it had in it into giant brute as he tried to burn him from the inside. 
 
    Silence overtook the arena as Dakkon fell very still, lines of lightning energy still dancing through the air around him.  Slowly, Roy moved his free hand up to try and pry Dakkon’s massive palm off his neck.  Had he done it?  Had he actually- 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    Before Roy could finish his thoughts, Dakkon reached down and grabbed ahold of the arc launcher before smashing it into Roy’s face.  The void adept’s body crumbled under the weight of the blow, rolling over several times in the sand before coming to a rest in a battered, bleeding heap. 
 
    “That was cute,” Dakkon said, casually cracking his neck and releasing a line of lightning energy that lingered on his skin.  “In fact, I think I’m almost gonna be sad to see you go.  You guys put up a hell of a fight.... like punching bags that keep coming back for more.” 
 
    Slowly, the man made his way towards Roy, cracking his knuckles as he prepared for a final beatdown.  Roy tried to rise, tried to force himself to his feet, but his body wouldn’t listen.  He’d never suffered a beating like this in either of his lives…  He was broken. 
 
    Dakkon’s footsteps echoed in Roy’s head like thunder as the man made his approach, each step bringing him closer to his destruction.  Rather than look at the man, he averted his gaze Kimoura whose body was strewn out mere paces away.   
 
    Barely conscious, the woman tilted her head and met Roy’s gaze, a profound sadness in her eyes.  Using every bit of strength, she had left, Kimoura reached her hand out towards him, fingers outstretched as if she were trying to grasp at his soul. 
 
    “Roy,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.  “Roy, I lo-“ 
 
    Kimoura’s words were cut short as Dakkon stepped in between them, his massive hands reaching down to scoop Kimoura off the ground.   
 
    “How sweet,” he said, placing a hand on either side of her skull.  “Ya know, I think it’d be awful touching if you two died together.  What do you say, divine adept?” 
 
    Suddenly, Dakkon began to squeeze, just as he did when he was torturing Roy.  The void adept knew that she only had seconds, especially in her weakened state.  And yet… she didn’t show a shred of weakness.  Instead, her gaze remained stoic, eyes firmly locked on Roy and hand outstretched in his direction. 
 
    “NO!” Roy cried out, fighting off a wave of dizziness as he rose to a knee.  He could feel the last reserves of his void energy desperately swelling in his muscles, though he knew it wouldn’t be enough.  At that moment, he would’ve given anything to save her.  He couldn’t just watch her perish.  He couldn’t! 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Spirit Energy source detected 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    As if reacting to the desire within the depths of his soul, his spirit scan came to life.  Translucent waves of energy were displayed in his enhanced vision, trailing from Kimoura’s palm and swirling around his form.  A notification followed a breath later, appearing in the corner of his eye. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Kindred Spirit Identified… 
 
    Compiling data… 
 
    Compiling… 
 
      
 
    New Spirit mode unlocked! 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Unsure of what to expect and desperate to free Kimoura from Dakkon’s clutches, Roy did the only thing that he could. 
 
    “Activate, dammit!” 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Spirit Overrdrive activated! 
 
      
 
    Spirit mode: Kindred 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The last remnants of Kimoura’s light energy fled her body, causing her to go limp as the aura slammed into Roy’s chest.  Healing light swirled with his own dark violet energy, enveloping him like a cloak and granting him a sudden burst of strength greater than he’d ever felt. 
 
    Dakkon seemed almost surprised by the transformation, tossing Kimoura’s motionless body aside and raising his fists in a fighting stance. 
 
    “I’ll make you pay!” Roy roared as the sudden burst of power consumed him.  He could feel it coursing through his body, swirling around his form like a raging inferno.  He felt unstoppable.  Still, he knew that flames went out eventually... 
 
    He had to act fast. 
 
    Roy threw himself at Dakkon, setting aside all inhibitions as he lost himself in his martial technique.  He threw a series of punches and a front kick to the stomach, then followed it with another hook and a flying knee.   
 
    The Kaito brother absorbed most of the blows in stride, though he continued to backpedal as Roy continued his assault.  He launched another combination, slipping through Dakkon’s defenses before blasting him with a wheel kick to the face, this time actually staggering his monstrous foe. 
 
    Roy’s eyes scanned over Dakkon as the Kaito brother tried to right his stance.  Despite the man’s rock-solid defenses, his body was showing some serious wear.  Cuts and claw marks were visible across his thick, gray skin, as well as a number of burn marks from the aura blasts and shotgun rounds he’d absorbed.  Even a small line of bluish blood began to trickle down his nose, smearing across his cheek as a result of a recent strike to the face.  It wasn’t a killing blow, but it was proof... proof enough that he was beatable. 
 
    Dakkon noticed the man’s look and immediately pounded his chest, eyes wild as he stared back at Roy.  “You think you can defeat me?!  I’m Dakkon Kaito of the fateful three.  I’ve killed giants with my bare hands!  I’ve left massacres in my wake!  And you?  You’re just a dog!  Soon that little boost of power of yours will dry up and you’ll be nothing!” 
 
    Roy grinned, noticing a figure darting around behind them as he channeled everything he had into his palm.  The energy formed into a sphere, drawing on his void aura, his borrowed light energy and the little he had left of his divine power.  “Maybe you just need to learn how to shut your damn mouth.” 
 
    Roy darted forward, slamming the shining orb into Dakkon with everything that he had. 
 
    “Ultraviolet spiral!” 
 
    A ring of dust rose from the ground as the two adepts collided, filling the center of the arena with a blast of brilliant, violet light.  Dakkon dug his heels into the ground as Roy pressed forward, staving off the spinning orb of energy as it tore away at his gray skin. 
 
    The two struggled in the sand as the void adept fought for positioning, pouring everything that he was into the swirling orb.  Then with a final shout, Roy’s released the technique, enveloping Dakkon Kaito in a final, explosive blast. 
 
    Suddenly, the arena fell very still as Roy dropped to a knee, his strength completely expended and his spirit taxed beyond belief.  A cloud of spiritual smoke swirled in front of him, the aftereffect of his technique that left his opponent’s fate hidden.   
 
    Roy clenched a fist and pressed it into the ground, using it to support his weight.  He watched with hope as the smoke slowly began to fade, drifting off into the ether... a hope that was quickly dashed when he spotted Dakkon Kaito still very much on his feet. 
 
    The behemoth grimaced, unable to move as his hands clutched are the brutal spherical wound now smoking in his chest.  
 
    “You bastard,” Dakkon growled, legs shaking as he tried to will his body forward.  It was clear that he was feeling just as much pain as Roy.  “I’ll kill you!” he said, taking another step forward and nearly putting himself in striking range.  “I’ll ki-“ 
 
    Dakkon’s words were cut short as a thin line of golden light flashed across the man’s neck, then another across his torso.  For several breaths the man stood very still, eyes wide and arms unmoving... Then he took a final step forward and his head rolled off his shoulders. 
 
    Roy watched in disbelief as the Kaito brother’s body tumbled lifelessly to the ground, emitting a cloud of soul essence large enough to block out the worldstar.  Quickly, his spirit scan went about absorbing his portion of essence, clearing his vision once more.  And standing in his wake was none other than his brother in arms... Kai Blaine. 
 
    The beast adept leaned back and let out a victorious roar, hoisting his new weapon dawnbreaker into the air.  Roy immediately wondered why his companion had been able to wield the weapon and he had not.  Perhaps it was because he already had divine energy flowing through his veins... or perhaps, it was the goddess had said...  Dawnbreaker belonged in the hands of the righteous.  Either way, he was eternally grateful to have Kai at his side. 
 
    With his vision growing hazy, Roy shifted his weight to all fours and crawled over to where Kimoura laid.  He couldn’t feel her spirit anymore, nor could he feel the light that usually flooded her form. 
 
    With his heart beating uncontrollably, he turned the woman over and placed his head on her chest, waiting impatiently for that oh so precious sign of life.  He remained completely still, waiting for something, anything... 
 
    Then came a breath. 
 
    “Thank all the damn gods,” Roy muttered, rolling over to his side as the worldstar bathed him in its rays.  Then, unable to hold his focus any longer, he allowed unconsciousness to grip his spirit as everything in his vision slowly faded to black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    The Glorious Silver Dragon 
 
      
 
    The war-torn marketplace, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Seline Bonaduce, the glorious silver dragon, had appeared like a ghost from Ayzeth’s past.  During the massacre of the steel brotherhood, the devil adept and his brothers had laid waste to her friends, her loved ones, and a number of soldiers that had served under her name.  However, when it came to the adept herself, Ayzeth had failed to defeat her... a failure he kept to himself up until this very moment.  Perhaps he had assumed that she would disappear into hiding.  Perhaps he didn’t want to tarnish his pride by telling the spiders of his failure...  But for whatever reason it was, Ayzeth Kaito had failed to hunt her down. 
 
    That only proved how foolish he really was. 
 
    “You!” Ayzeth growled as he locked eyes with the woman, the silver light of her aura reflecting in his empty, black orbs.  Although she was a flame adept, Seline had a very unique spirit aura.  Her body, like many of the Bonaduce family, was imbued in the flames of dragon fire.  However, she had undergone a very special transformation... an imbuing in the flames of a mighty silver dragon.  The technique had left her body scarred beyond belief, and many thought that she wouldn’t survive.  But she did... she not only survived, but her aura took on a mighty transformation, strengthening it, morphing into the aura of the silver flame.  And with it came a boost of unbridled draconic strength. 
 
    Seline didn’t bother to respond to the devil adept, not when her message could be written in blood.  Instead, she channeled spirit energy into her legs and launched herself at Ayzeth, blade trained directly at his throat.   
 
    Flashes of silver light filled the destroyed marketplace as Seline went on the attack, darting in and out with insane speed as she struck out at the Kaito brother with her blade.  Each time she waded in, the silver flame adept targeted a new area of her opponent. 
 
    Sparks showered the pair as she swept her blade across his horns, and crimson liquid sprayed across the soil as she landed a strike on his thigh.  Her movements were fast and precise, like that of a warrior who’d fought a thousand battles.   
 
    From an onlooker’s perspective, one would guess that the silver dragon was picking her opponent apart.  However, Ayzeth was just as deadly as he looked.  The devil adept was well aware he could never match Seline’s speed, especially when she was at full power.  But what he could do was anticipate her strikes.  Each time the woman bolted in, her body would release a signature flash of silvery spirit energy.  At that precise second, Ayzeth would channel his own spirit energy, releasing a pulse of destructive aura that surrounded his form.  And when Seline closed in, that devilish aura would burn at her flesh, punishing her for every single inch taken. 
 
    “How long can you keep this up?” Ayzeth asked, raising his claws as he awaited Seline’s next strike.  “How long can you stand the burn?”  
 
    Seline ignored his comment and attacked once more, aiming for a straight stab to the gut.  Ayzeth responded a bit differently this time, activating another skill of his own. 
 
    “Obsidian skin!” 
 
    The devil adept’s flesh changed to a deep black hue as the woman charged in, hardening like stone for the briefest of seconds.  Her sword, forged to the sharpest of points, merely clanged off his armored flesh, sending another wave of sparks into the air and drawing a look of surprise on her face. 
 
    “Gotcha!’ Ayzeth said as he reached out and grabbed her by the arm, immediately digging his claws into her flesh to secure his hold.  Seline didn’t cry out though, nor did she show a single shred of pain.  Instead, she began channeling her next technique. 
 
    “Silver flame inferno!” 
 
    Waves of shimmering fire swirled around her form, growing in intensity until it was strong enough to blast Ayzeth off his feet.  The devil adept lost his grip and was sent careening through the market before crashing horns first into an overturned cart, smashing it to pieces. 
 
    “You will never best me again,” Seline said, finally speaking with her commanding, unshakable tone.  “And you will not be leaving here alive.  The bounty of blades ends here.” 
 
    Ayzeth rose to his feet, his aura pulsing with anger as he met the woman’s resolute gaze.  Behind her, he could see his brother Kazuka falling to some strange darkbeast adept… and Dakkon hadn’t reported in either.  By the dark gods, he was not going to let things end like this. 
 
    “Very well, Bonaduce.  If you’d like to end things, then I’d be more than happy to oblige!”  Drawing in all of his spirit aura, Ayzeth slammed a fist into the ground, activating something stored deep within his soul.  It was a power he hadn’t used since the massacre of the steel brotherhood, a power that once unleashed, he couldn’t hope to control.  It was the power of destruction… in its most absolute form. 
 
    “You brought this upon yourself, Seline!  Now the lives lost today will be in your name!  Divine power: Annihilation Wave!” 
 
    Corrupted energy immediately began to spread from his fist, eating away at the ground, destroying everything it passed over like an all-consuming plague.   It was a power born of the dark gods, a power that never should have seen the light of day.  And as long as Ayzeth could channel it, it would destroy everything in its path. 
 
    Seline acted instantaneously, charging at the man despite the sudden pang of fear in her soul.  The manifestation of this technique had been burned into her memory… the very skill that killed so many that she loved.  After all this time, she still didn’t know of a way to stop it, but here in the bowels of the ravaged marketplace, she had to try. 
 
    “Steel Brotherhood technique: Seven Bladed Guardian!” 
 
    Energy poured from the silver flame adept’s body as six ghostly warriors took form, melding with one another to create a massive armored guardian in their wake.  The ghostly warrior immediately set its eyes on Ayzeth, charging him as dark energy continued to pour out of his soul.   
 
    Ayzeth spotted the creature and quickly channeled some of his own energy in return, sending the destructive power directly at the armored guard.  The two adepts tensed as they set their mighty techniques on a collision course, unsure of what awaited when their unstoppable skills would meet… 
 
    Then with a sudden pulse of spirit energy, everything came to a complete and utter halt. 
 
    A crippling wave of gravitational spirit energy filled the marketplace, forcing Seline onto her stomach and Ayzeth onto his back.  Their techniques, once on the verge of unleashing irreparable damage, quickly dispersed as the pair of combatants were nearly crushed under an invisible weight. 
 
    All remained quiet as the two writhed on the ground, struggling to retain their own thoughts as they were buried under a power that they couldn’t see but surely felt.  Then, as a few more agonizing seconds ticked by, they saw him.  Descending from the clouds as if he was one of the gods themselves was the self-appointed ruler of the city… the spirit magus, Argo Zael had arrived. 
 
    “Well, well, well…” the spirit magus said, eyeing the two combatants with a curiosity that defied his age.  “I haven’t seen fights like these in quite a long time.”  The tone of his voice reflected genuine amusement, if not outright pleasure. 
 
    “Then why not let us continue,” Ayzeth growled, forcing his head nearly an inch off the ground. 
 
    Argo chuckled.  “Because I can’t have you destroying my city… at least not while I’m still around.” 
 
    “You fool.  I demand that you allow me to rise and fulfill the bounty of blades, a decree made by the dark gods of-“  Ayzeth’s words were cut short as Argo reversed the polarity of his gravitational technique, sending the devil adept into the clouds and completely out of sight. 
 
    Argo chuckled again before easing the pressure on Seline.  “Don’t worry, he’ll come back down in a few days… probably a few hundred miles from here.” 
 
    “You should have killed him,” Seline said, brushing the dirt away from her clothes. 
 
    Argo shrugged.  “Maybe, but then I’d be going against everything I built this city for.  This place is a haven for outlaws… those that society has cast out.” 
 
    “But he is part of a guild,” Seline argued.  “The worst kind.” 
 
    Argo nodded.  “Maybe your right.  Or maybe he’s an outcast just like yourself.  I mean, the guy has red skin and horns.” 
 
    Seline shook her head, returning her blade to its sheath.  “I don’t want to talk about him anymore.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Argo replied, approaching the woman with an almost boyish smile.   
 
    “I want to talk about you.  I love watching you people fight, by the way.” 
 
    Seline paused, putting her arms up in defense.  “Me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he continued.  “The orphan building her empire in my city streets.  Don’t think I haven’t had my eye on you.” 
 
    Seline nearly assumed a defensive stance, though deep down she knew it was a bad idea.  If Argo wanted her gone, he’d merely use his power to send her into space. 
 
    “Why me?” she asked, voice hesitant. 
 
    Argo stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder.  “I’m going to be completely honest with you right now, Lady Bonaduce.  I am going to die soon… and I need someone to watch over these streets.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A few days later 
 
      
 
    Roy Skyworth leaned back in the old chair at the center of the living area and let out a deep, resentful sigh.  It had been nearly a week since the melee in the arena, and the others had forbidden him from accepting any contracts until his body had completely healed and his spirit was back in fighting form, especially with the threat of Ayzeth making his return.  Unfortunately, sitting in the tower day and night had slowly begun to make the man stir crazy. 
 
    Drawing in another deep breath, Roy thought back to the trials he’d faced over the past few days.  He and Kimoura had nearly lost their lives in the arena to that massive brute, Dakkon and his sadistic infatuation with bloodshed.  In fact, if it wasn’t for Kai, he was certain he’d be lying in his own grave.  
 
    The durable void adept had been out for nearly a day after that battle, only to find out that the others had faced struggles even worse than his own.  Varyon and Remley had been beaten within inches of their existence, and Quinn had suffered a back injury that still hadn’t healed.   
 
    And then there was Leila…  The woman had supposedly unleashed her dark passenger, allowing it to consume her before disappearing into the city’s shadows.  Varyon was the only adept who had experience with such dark forces, and he had assured the others that Leila would turn up once her host had drained her of her spirit energy.  Still, that didn’t stop Remley from coercing his sister into lending him men for an informal search party… a search party that turned up nothing. 
 
    Perhaps it was just a matter of time… 
 
    Shaking off his feelings of doubt, Roy rose to his feet and walked over to his private quarters, a small space that he now shared with Kimoura.  Currently, she was seated in the center of the room, legs crossed and fists pressed together as she vigorously channeled her aura.  He found it amazing how quickly her light aura had worked to mend most of her wounds, though what he found more amazing was the woman herself.  When he had entered kindred mode, it was like he felt a piece of her soul melding with his, something more chaotic and intimate than anything he’d ever felt before. 
 
    Roy tried to exit the room silently, but his spirit still managed to give him away. Although she continued to channel, a small smile appeared on Kimoura’s face, acknowledging his presence.  He grinned, giving the woman her pics as he quietly exited the room. 
 
    After re-entering the main living area, Roy made his way over to one of the flat, wooden tables where a large, crystalline shard sat on display.  This shard… this piece was all he had left of his cryofox, the loyal little creature that had followed him into battle.  If only he’d forced it to stay back, then it might still be alive… 
 
    “Sorry buddy,” he said, fighting back a wave of guilt.  He pressed his hand onto the ice shard, releasing the tiniest bit of built up energy into the shard in an almost therapeutic manner. 
 
    Slowly, the adept began to walk away, though something in the corner of his vision caught his eye.  Had he… had he just seen the ice shard wriggle?  Several seconds passed by as Roy stared intently at the shard, waiting for something to happen again… but nothing.  Perhaps his mind was just playing tricks on him.  Or perhaps… 
 
    Suddenly, a noise caught the man’s attention… something just outside the tower.  Roy paused and turned his head to the window, staring out at the pale, orange sky.  His eyes lingering on the window’s sill as he waited for the adept outside to show his face, the one giving off the primal feeling brushing against his spirit.   
 
    A breath later the face of Kai Blaine appeared in the window, his eyes glowing with bestial energy and his hands transformed into mighty claws.  Though Kai hadn’t officially joined the ranks of the Sky Wolves, their fight with Dakkon had cemented his position as an informal member of the team.  That was something Roy was extremely thankful for, especially with Kai’s prior display of stubbornness.  They may have challenged one another in the past, but the truth was when working together they made each other better. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re still licking your wounds,” Kai said as he slipped into the window, maneuvering so that his divine axe didn’t clip the sill.  “I remember you taking a bullet to the leg back in Phoenix City and trying to come back to work the next day.” 
 
    Roy chuckled.  “I’d say the beating we took was just a little bit worse.” 
 
    Kai shook his head.  “Don’t get soft on me Skyworth.  I need your help.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    Kai grinned.  “I think I might have a hunch about where your friend might be.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide.  “You’ve seen Leila?” 
 
    “No,” Kai replied.  “But the streets talk.  In the slums, there’s been rumors of a creature lurking in the sewers... a creature with jet-black skin that looks just like a darkbeast.” 
 
    Roy’s heart began to pound.  “D’you think it’s her?” 
 
    Kai’s shot Roy and adventurous look.  “There’s only one way to find out.  Are you with me, brother?” 
 
    Roy shifted his gaze back to his quarters where the soft glow of aura radiated from the doorway.  He smiled, then turned back to Kai and grasped the man’s hand.  “Damn right I am.” 
 
    Then the pair leapt through the open window and into the wild streets. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Azure light pooled in the center of Yoshiro’s spiritcrafting circle, illuminating the entirety of his room.  In most instances, a circle like this was used to contain spiritual energy, especially when one was crafting powerful weapons or tools.  However, those skilled in the long-forgotten technique of water whispering could use it for something else... communication. 
 
    The old man stepped back as the circle’s light grew in intensity, leaning on his fishing pole for support.  Slowly, the light stretched out of the circle, flowing like water as it assumed the shape of a man.  No, not a man...  but a benevolent dragon.  
 
    Yoshiro straightened his posture best he could as the watery dragon clone fully came into form, staring him down with this piercing azure eyes... the eyes of the dragon god, Cipherion. 
 
    “Speak, my herald,” the dragon god said, his mere voice causing the entire room to rattle. 
 
    “I have done as requested, my lord,” the old man replied. “I’ve secured a position with the outrealmer and his group.” 
 
    “Do they... suspect anything?” 
 
    “No,” Yoshiro continued.  “I gave the outrealmer a little boost of power when he ascended, causing him to destroy my home.  They thought they were doing me a favor by allowing me into their group.” 
 
    “Good,” Cipherion said, his voice fearsome yet majestic.  “What have you heard of the machinations of my brother, Bahamut?” 
 
    “Little, my lord.”  Yoshiro replied.  “I know that the dragon sent his herald down directly to try and recruit the outrealmer, but he has remained quiet since then.  I’ve taken my own precautions, lining the room with scrying runes just as I did my home.” 
 
    Cipherion nodded, allowing an uncomfortable silence to settle in the small room.  “Very well,” he finally said as his watery form began to dissipate.  “Continue to monitor the others.  Guide them when necessary... and when the time is right, my influence will be known.” 
 
    “And if they reject you for the other?” Yoshiro asked, speaking with a careful tone. 
 
    Cipherion bared his teeth, causing the old man to flinch.  “Then they will be obliterated... for I am Cipherion, and the realm of Eon will be mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The Barrens, western Eon 
 
      
 
    It took precisely one day, three hours, and seventeen minutes for Ayzeth Kaito to fall out of the sky... and for each and every second of that he was plotting.  Never in his life had the devil adept suffered a defeat like this, never had he been so humiliated.  Then again, he’d never had to face the power of a spirit magus before. 
 
    The adept landed somewhere in Eon’s western barrens, creating a shallow crater when his body slammed into the earth.  It was a fall that would’ve killed many, but Ayzeth was resourceful.  Using his obsidian skin technique coupled with a swirling cloak of spirit aura, he managed to survive the ordeal mostly unscathed... 
 
    That is, in a physical sense. 
 
    In his mind, the memory of his loss replayed over and over.  But rather than avert his focus, the devil adept allowed the pain of his loss to simmer in the pit of his soul.  Ayzeth was a butcher, and once he regrouped, he would charge back through the gates of Shadowreach, avenge his fallen brothers and tear every last adept in that city to pieces.   
 
    Fueled by a desire for revenge, Ayzeth began trudging across the barrens, his destructive aura sheltering him from the biting sands.  He walked for hours, making his way east as hunger pains bit at his insides and sleep depravity pulled at his eyelids.   
 
    For a moment, the devil adept’s situation looked dire.  Then came the night and the onset of the vale.  Ayzeth head never feared the darkness or what it brought.  In fact, his power set closely resembled that of some of the more powerful darkbeasts.  Unfortunately, the creatures of the night were also scavengers... and to them, his spirit was a savory meal. 
 
    It only took mere moments for the lesser darkbeasts to appear, spawning like vultures ready to descend on their carrion feed. Ayzeth responded with brutality, ripping the creatures apart as they approached.  His claws tore through gray flesh and his abrasive spirit energy burned away the beasts at his flank, causing a swell of soul essence to rise into the air above his head. 
 
    Again and again, more waves of darkbeasts continued to rush at him, chipping away at his defenses before dying at his feet.  Each beast that approached felt all of his rage, all of his anger and hate that he had built for the Bonaduce siblings... 
 
    And then they stopped. 
 
    Silence befell him once again as the lesser darkbeasts ceased their assault, disappearing once more into the vale.  Ayzeth didn’t breathe east though, for he knew the vile nature of those wicked creatures.  They weren’t there to kill him, but merely to soften him up, to prod at his defenses and gage his strength.  No, the real killer was on his way. 
 
    The fog of the vale parted as another creature showed its face, a mass of sludge and flesh and teeth.  Dark power radiated off of the beast as it approached Ayzeth, it’s massive claws digging into the sand with each step.   
 
    “You think you’re the big dog here?” Ayzeth growled, readying himself for an assault.  “Well let’s see who the real apex predator is!” 
 
    The devil adept channeled his energy and charged, taking aim the creature’s hulking mass with his razor-sharp claws.  Then something peculiar happened.  Rather than fight back, the massive creature bowed its head and let out a submissive bellow. 
 
    Ayzeth paused, stunned by the creature’s actions and it’s willingness to submit.  As a fledgling, the Kaito brother had heard stories of mighty adepts wandering into the vale and returning as champions of the darkbeasts. They were fabled as torn men, consumed by darkness and power that nearly brought an end to all they surveyed.  He thought they were mere legends, stories twisted by time...  Now he realized those stories held quite a bit of truth. 
 
    Allowing his aura to swirl around him like a cloak, Ayzeth placed a foot atop the darkbeast’s head, using it as leverage to climb atop its back.  From there, he managed to get a better view of the surrounding vale.  He could see hundreds, perhaps thousands of the lesser darkbeasts circling them, clawing at one another, cannibalizing their own kin as they desperately tried to reach him.  
 
    Slowly, the devil adept raised his arms into the air, allowing his spirit energy to flow as he basked in the darkness surrounding him.  This he knew was a sign... a sign that the dark gods had chosen him as a harbinger of darkness... 
 
    And he would not let them down. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Wrath of the thousand legged spiders crouched atop one of the darksteel towers of Shadowreach, watching as the city below him moved.  Mere nights ago the shadow adept had faced off against the traitor, Varyon Risen in a cabin to the south.  He’d had the man dead to rights...  and yet, he’d let him survive.  Despite his desire to utterly destroy the man, Wrath knew that his prey was resourceful.  He knew that following him into Shadowreach had the potential to pay dividends, especially with Varyon so intent on digging up his past.  It was a gamble, to be certain, but one he found to pay in dividends.  
 
    While observing from the shadows, Wrath discovered the presence of Seline Bonaduce, the heir to the steel brotherhood and a woman thought dead at the hands of Ayzeth Kaito himself.  Wrath watched from afar as the Kaito’s did battle with the Bonaduce clan, reveling in joy when Ayzeth was flung from the face of the realm.  
 
    As a member of the spiders, Wrath probably should’ve leant the trio a hand, but the truth was he utterly hated the Kaito’s, perhaps even more so than Varyon.  From the way they mutilated their bodies with forbidden techniques to the way they appointed themselves meaningless, self-proclaimed titles, just about everything they did had left a foul taste in his mouth.  But no matter... they were gone, and from that he would profit. 
 
    Shadows swirled at Wrath’s side a moment later as a hollow clone of his master, Jeryn Blackstar took form.  
 
    “Is he dead?” the shadowy aspiration asked, his tone direct and to the point. 
 
    “No, my lord,” Wrath responded.  “When I arrived in Shadowreach, I discovered the presence of Seline Bonaduce, alive and well.  I began to formulate a plan of attack but the Kaito brothers launched a reckless charge in an apparent attempt to rectify their mistakes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And they were slain, my lord.” 
 
    The shadow clone let out an exaggerated sigh, causing black energy to float into the ether.  “Perhaps I should’ve just taken care of this myself...” 
 
    “No,” Wrath interjected, anticipating the guild master’s response.  “I have something else.” 
 
    “Then speak it.” 
 
    “I’ve observed the spirit magus that protects this city.  It appears that he’s developed an illness... something cancerous that cannot be cured by meditation nor elixir.  His time left on Eon is... quickly diminishing.” 
 
    The Blackstar shadow clone placed a hand on its chin, contemplating the information.  “This is quite a revelation...  Tell me, has the city acquired any reputable resources since last time we scouted?” 
 
    “It has,” Wrath replied.  “The city has grown substantially, both in natural and spiritual resources.  Razing this place would provide us with an ample boost in power.” 
 
    The Blackstar clone pondered again, seemingly mulling over its decision. “Then tell me this, Wrath.  Do you think you have the ability to see the Spirit Magus to his end?” 
 
    Wrath nodded, trying to mask the grin that was beginning to form on his face. 
 
    “Very well,” Blackstar said.  “Then put your revenge on hold and see to it that the spirit magus meets his end.” 
 
    “And after that?” 
 
    The clone rippled with energy as he began to utter its final words.  “Once the spirit magus falls, the city’s defenses will fall with it...  Then the Bonaduce clan will have nowhere to run when we consume the city on darkness.  And Wrath?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    “Don’t ever fail me again.”  The shadow clone moved with unmatched quickness, reaching through Earth’s flesh as it began to strangle him by his very soul.  The shadow adept collapsed in pain, nearly dropping from his perch before the clone finally dissipated into ether, leaving him alone once more. 
 
    Promptly, the shadow adept returned to his feet, straightening out his jet black tunic as his spirit returned to its normal ebb and flow.  Then, with his pride tarnished and his assignment clear, he returned to his watch. 
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    Roy Skyworth’s Character Sheet 
 
      
 
    Name:  Roy Skyworth 
 
    Void Adept 
 
    Rank: 3rd 
 
    Specialization: Dark Vanguard 
 
    Divine Power: Deep Freeze 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Base Skills (the pillars of the adept): 
 
    Body Reinforcement  
 
    Aura Blast  
 
    Spirit Evocation 
 
    Meditation  
 
      
 
    Void skills: 
 
    Aura Bullet 
 
    Void Boxing 
 
      
 
    Specialized skills: 
 
    Dark Spiral 
 
    Void Grenade 
 
    Aura Cannon 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Spirit Growth: 
 
    Aura growth at 60% to rank 4 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    1 Phoenix City Police Badge 
 
    1 Void blade 
 
    1 Arc Launcher 
 
    1 Finely crafted Adept’s Attire 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Adepts 
 
    Adept Rankings 
 
    The following are titles given to adepts when they achieve a specific rank.  Adepts can increase in rank through refining their skills and absorbing soul essence. 
 
    Adepts beyond the 12th ranking fall under a different branch of classifications.  The highest known ranking is Saint. 
 
      
 
    Spirin: Ranks 1st and 2nd 
 
      
 
    Spiriteka: Ranks 3rd to 5th 
 
      
 
    Spirikai: Ranks 6th to 8th 
 
      
 
    Spirit lord: Ranks 9th and 10th 
 
      
 
    Spirit Magus: Ranks 11th and 12th  
 
      
 
    Adept Auras 
 
      
 
    Each adept has unique spirit aura attuned to a different element of Eon.  The following is a list of known elements and their counterparts. 
 
      
 
    Fire – Water 
 
      
 
    Earth – Air 
 
      
 
    Light – Shadow 
 
      
 
    Void – Temporal 
 
      
 
    Gravitational – Force 
 
    Devil – Exalted 
 
    Beast – Metal 
 
    Other known types of spirit aura 
 
    Dream / nightmare 
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