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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The guildhall of the Thousand-Legged Spiders, Eon 
 
      
 
    Jeryn Blackstar, venerable lord of the thousand-legged spiders paced anxiously through his chamber.  Moments ago he had channeled his presence many miles away into the body of one of his shadow clones.  He’d used it to discuss the situation in Shadowreach with Wrath, his second in command, and to devise a plan to finally end those painfully resilient Bonaduce who lingered within the city’s walls.  In fact, he’d actually felt rather confident about his disciple's plans... 
 
    However, things had quickly changed. 
 
    Moments after his connection with Wrath had faded, a much more volatile presence began to fill his chamber, suffocating him with him its unbearable weight until he could no longer feel his own body.  Seconds passed as the pressure grew denser, threatening to snuff the guild leader right out of existence.  Still, Blackstar refused to wither. squeezing his eyes shut as he steeled himself until the onslaught finally relented.  Though when his eyes opened, he was no longer standing in his chambers... 
 
    In front of Jeryn Blackstar was a large obsidian table, it’s tabletop gleaming with the light from a macabre chandelier that hung from above.  Seated around the circular structure were four other shadowy figures, their identities masked by the unnatural darkness that seemed to cloud this pocket dimension.  And yet, Blackstar knew exactly who they were.  In attendance were four of the most malevolent beings on Eon...  adepts with enough darkness to drown out the light of the worldstar itself.  There, seated in front of Blackstar was a group of cultivators known only as the umbral council. 
 
    Known by few and rivaled by even fewer, the umbral council was touted as a group of legends from the veil.  Each member of the umbral council possessed the rank of spirit lord or higher, a power level reached by few on Eon.  However, even more powerful was the influence that each of them held.  All five members of the umbral council presided over one of the realm’s dark guilds, a group of mighty adepts who chose to embrace the veil rather than run from its horrors.  They were responsible for such acts as the massacre at the temple of light, the destruction of the heavenly menagerie, the third great veil war, and most recently.... the bounty of blades. 
 
    The umbral council was a force to be reckoned with... and by the gods, Blackstar felt right at home. 
 
    Gathering himself, the leader of the spiders let his aura flow freely as he took his place at the table, standing rigid amongst the other council members who remained hidden behind a cloak of unnatural black.  None of them spoke... instead they watched intently as the final space at the table sat empty, a void they knew wouldn’t last that way for long. 
 
    After a few more seconds of absolute silence, a sudden overwhelming presence began to fill the room, sucking at the life force of the guild leaders like a vacuum as it made itself be known.  Jeryn watched with anticipation as black sludge began to pour from the cracks in the floor, swirling as it rose above his head, defining itself until it finally took the shape of massive arachnid humanoid, it’s bladed appendages resting on its shoulders like a pair of massive pauldrons.   
 
    As the creature took its final form, its true power began to echo through the small room.  Its spiritual power was immeasurable, and its very presence was enough to make any lesser mortal go mad with terror.  It’s clicking mandibles released a noise so terrible that it shattered windows over a thousand miles away. Standing there at the head of the council was an avatar of Arachnifax, dark god of the veil. 
 
    Each and every member at the table bowed low as the avatar stepped forward, holding the position until the creature’s monstrous voice granted them release. 
 
    “Rise my followers... and speak your truths.” 
 
    “The shadow tigers have begun their siege on the beast lands,” one of the council members uttered, a bit too eager for the avatar’s taste. 
 
    “The underworld dragon guild continues the bloodletting of Eon’s lesser guilds.  Each day we grow closer to awakening our ancestral master,” another voice said, this one far more calm and collected than the first. 
 
    The avatar nodded.  “And what of the spider guild, that which has taken my namesake?” 
 
    Blackstar took a deep breath, thinking carefully before he replied.  “As you know my lord, the bounty of blades was a massive blow to the burgeoning guild alliance. However, the Thousand-legged spiders have been forced to deal with some loose ends left as a result of the aftermath.  My second in command is currently in the rogue city of Shadowreach, hunting down a pair of adepts that claim the name Bonaduce.  Once he’s finished, we plan to move in and take control of the city for ourselves, to offer as another resource to the veil...” 
 
    The other council members remained completely silent, unwilling to interject in Blackstar’s bold statements... however, the shiver in their spirits could be felt throughout.  Not only had the man admitted failure by allowing the Bonaduce heirs to live, but he’d gone as far as to claim Shadowreach for his own.  Bold... bold and undoubtedly foolish. 
 
    Rather than lash out, the Arachnifax avatar merely stood his ground, pondering Jeryn’s words as he rubbed his mandibles together.  “Tell me, mortal... how do you plan on removing the spirit magus from his throne atop the city of rogues?  That fool has managed to singlehandedly repel our forces with that aura of his.  He is not one to be underestimated.” 
 
    “He has grown ill,” Blackstar replied, a bit of desperation in his voice.  “His spirit has become withered and his body frail.” 
 
    The Arachnifax avatar gave Jeryn a hard stare.  “And yet, he still remains a spirit magus in control of an entire city of rogues...  That’s quite the gamble, spider.  Succeed and you could provide this council with a powerful asset.  But fail and you stand the chance of compromising us all!” 
 
    “I will not fail you, my lord!” Blackstar said, dropping his head low as unnatural fear began to swell in his gut. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Arachnifax uttered.  “For it will be your own life that’s on the line.” 
 
    Blackstar’s eyes widened.  “Wha- what do you mean, my lord?” 
 
    “It’s time we began to claw our way out of the shadows and claim this realm for ourselves,” the avatar replied, the resolve in its voice causing the room to rumble.  “I want you to personally head to Shadowreach and ensure Argo Zael’s demise.  The rest of you will send one of your adepts to aid in the extermination of the remaining Bonaduce scum.” 
 
    “Understood,” the council members replied in unison, bowing once more to their many-legged leader. 
 
    The avatar rose, stretching his bladed appendages out in a display of blatant superiority.  “As long as the blood of the steel brotherhood still flows, our future remains in jeopardy.  It is... unfortunate that I am bound by Eon’s law not to interfere...  That is why you must act as an extension of my will.  Now go forth and drown this realm in darkness!” 
 
    A sudden overwhelming pressure once again enveloped Jeryn Blackstar, causing him to wince as he felt his spirit aura begin to wither.  A breath later he found himself back in his chambers, living shadow swirling around his form.  Slowly, the mighty shadow adept turned and looked towards the window... to the thin pane of glass that separated him from the far beyond.  It felt like it had been ages since the guild leader of the spiders had gotten his hands dirty, but if that’s what Arachnifax wanted then so be it.  He would go to Shadowreach and unleash havoc... he would kill them all and let the gods sort it out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Police Work in a New World 
 
      
 
    Below the streets of Shadowreach, Eon 
 
      
 
      
 
    The soft glow of black-violet light radiated from the body of Roy Skyworth, illuminating the grimy stone walls that surrounded him as he made his way through the sewers.   
 
    It had been hours since he and Kai had made their way into the underbelly of Shadowreach, searching through the muck for their lost companion, Leila, and little progress had been made.  When Kai had originally mentioned the sewers, Roy’s thoughts had drifted to the rather simple aqueducts back on earth.  Instead, what he was confronted with him was a vast labyrinth of massive tunnels, dark passageways, and a plethora of strange creatures that looked like they might’ve crawled straight out of the abyss.  Still, Roy followed closely behind Kai, trusting in the man’s enhanced bestial senses to track down their target. 
 
    “You got anything, brother?” Roy asked as he ducked beneath a stone archway, sloshing through muck that came up past his waist. 
 
    Kai’s nose hovered mere inches above the grimy water, twitching as his spirit-enhanced senses searched for Leila’s scent.  “It’s hard as Hell to track down here,” he replied.  “Especially when you’re wading through shit...  But I think I got her.” 
 
    “How far?”  Roy asked, more than ready to find Leila and get the Hell out of there. 
 
    Kai paused, pointing towards a large dip in the floor several feet ahead.  “There.” 
 
    The filthy liquid seemed to stagnate a bit further down the path, settling around the lip of a circular access tunnel that dropped straight down into darkness. 
 
    “Ah Hell...” Roy muttered, prodding at the tunnel’s entrance with his spirit but feeling nothing.  “You sure?” 
 
    Kai nodded.  “The last crew that was down here said they saw something head down into depths...  I’d bet my claws that tunnel is where we need to be headin.” 
 
    Roy nodded, masking his feelings with a bit of steely resolve.  It wasn’t as if he was scared to head down into the depths, not after seeing some of the monsters that Eon had to offer.  No, what bothered him was the feeling of uncertainty creeping up from his gut.  It was that same feeling he got back on earth when he was an officer, that feeling of heading into a situation that he didn’t have any control of, the thought of not knowing what lied just beyond the edge of sight...  He wasn’t going to let that stop him though, not when his guild leader lied somewhere below in the darkness. 
 
    Channeling his aura around him like a cloak, Roy leapt out of the murky water and dove into the circular opening, ignoring the crude ladder near the tunnel’s edge.  Air rushed past him as he plummeted through the darkness before slamming his boots into the soft ground nearly thirty feet below. 
 
    Immediately, the void adept let his spirit aura flare, briefly illuminating his new surroundings.  He found himself in a large, unrefined cavern, stretching into the distance much farther than his eyes could see.  Seconds later he heard a thump as Kai landed behind him, body poised in a bestial crouch.   
 
    “Something’s close,” Kai affirmed, eyes flickering with spirit energy as his hands moved for his gun. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Roy asked, squinting as if it would somehow improve his sight.  Kai merely sighed, pointing to his nose once more before taking the lead. 
 
    “Just stay on your toes, Skyworth,” Kai instructed, speaking through clenched teeth as he crept down the passage.  The pair traveled in silence for another few moments, eyes trained on the darkness that lied ahead... 
 
    That is until Kai came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    In a single motion, the beast adept dropped to a knee, swinging his spirit rifle over his shoulder before bringing it to a stop perfectly level with his sight.  Roy followed suit, taking a crouching stance next to his partner as a pair of violet energy orbs formed in his palms.   
 
    The two remained vigilant as the eerie silence crept back in, prodding at Roy’s nerves as his eyes scanned for a threat... but still, nothing. 
 
    “Give us a little light,” Kai whispered, adjusting the grip on his weapon as he shook off some nerves of his own.  Roy gave a quick nod before allowing his spirit aura to flare, briefly lighting up the area in his dark energy. 
 
    He didn’t like what he saw. 
 
    Moving in his direction were creatures that he could only describe as oversized reptiles.  Their bodies were humanoid in shape, though their flesh was covered in thick green scales and adorned with muscular tales that thrashed about freely in the air.  Long, dagger-like nails sat at the end of each of their fingers and sickly yellow eyes peered out of tiny, lidless slits.  However, what Roy found most unsettling was the strange ichor that seemed to pool in the creature’s pores, allowing them to cling to the walls of the tunnel as they made their way closer. 
 
    “What in the name of all the damned gods...” Kai muttered as he took aim at one of the beasts.  The creature seemed to notice, hissing as its long tongue flickered about before retracting back into its mouth.  Suddenly, a notification appeared in Roy’s vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Rokari 
 
    Genetically modified beast 
 
    Ecology: Subterranean areas with water supplies such as caves 
 
    Nature: Territorial  
 
    Vulnerabilities: The Rokari are afraid of fire and find themselves especially weak to flame-based attacks. 
 
    Notes:  The Rokari are not a race native to Eon, but rather were artificially created by a rogue adept’s illegal machinations. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    With another hiss, the closest of the Rokari detached itself from the ceiling and lunged at the pair, claws outstretched and dripping ichor.  Kai reacted instantly, channeling spirit energy into his gun and firing. 
 
    A blast of energy ripped through the tunnel, intercepting the creature in mid-flight and disintegrating its torso before it ever hit the ground.  The other Rokari grew very still, their eyes wide with shock at the sight of their fallen brethren.   
 
    Suddenly one of the creatures began to hiss, then another until the entire tunnel was filled with a cacophony on snake-like screeching.  A breath later, the creatures retracted their tongues and charged. 
 
    Roy sighed...  “Well shit.” 
 
    The quickest of the Rokari leapt at Roy from the far wall, diving at him in a corkscrew motion as it extended its claws towards his throat.  Unfortunately, the creature would soon find that is was sorely outmatched. 
 
    Roy timed his counter perfectly, waiting until the creature’s spin brought it into position before slamming a dark spyral into its chest.  The sphere of black-violet light erupted in the creature’s torso, reversing its momentum and sending it careening into one of its brethren, removing them both from the fight. 
 
    Moving without hesitation, Roy launched his second orb of spirit energy, catching another Rokari in the shoulder and causing it to spin into the dirt.  Beside him, Kai was unleashing his own wave of carnage, taking aim with his shotgun and letting his spirit energy fly. 
 
    “Spirit buckshot!” 
 
    Tiny particles of spirit energy blasted out of the beast adept’s gun barrel, tearing through several of the Rokari, painting the walls in blood and ichor and eliciting another round of reptilian screeches.  A number of the creatures fell dead, their bodies torn apart by the powerful blast.  However, those that survived quickly fell into a full retreat, disappearing back into the tunnel with looks of fear etched into their yellow eyes. 
 
    Roy shook his head, surveying the spattering of blood and scale that had somehow made its way onto his tunic.  Then with another sigh, he wiped it away and began absorbing the soul essence that remained from the now-dead beasts. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Kai remarked as he slung his gun back over his shoulder, drawing in a bit of essence of his own.  “Who the Hell would make those things?” 
 
    Roy shrugged.  “I hate to say it, but they kinda remind me of one of your exes.  You know, the one that got drunk and stumbled into the station that one time hollering your name...  Leslie, I think it was.” 
 
    Kai chuckled, quickly recalling a memory from another world, another life.  “She was a looker, wasn’t she?  Seems like you were always luckier in that department.” 
 
    Roy smiled as he considered the man’s words.  Back on earth, he’d gotten pretty lucky with Jen.  Sure, things were falling apart near the end, but they’d managed to spend some really good years together.  And now he had Kimoura, a woman whose connection with him was anchored in his very soul.  His only regrets lied with Karina, the daughter left a lifetime behind.  What he’d give to just see her one more time... 
 
    “You good, Skyworth?” Kai asked, pulling Roy from his thoughts.   
 
    “I’m fine,” Roy replied, pushing his distant memories aside. 
 
    “Good, ‘cause I think we’re onto something.” 
 
    Beyond the pile of Rokari corpses, Roy could make out some sort of doorway in the darkness ahead.  Treading carefully, the pair made their way through the shadow, eventually coming upon a large, iron gate bolted into a rusted, metal frame.   
 
    Almost immediately Roy felt the dull pulse of spirit energy emanating from behind the door.  Likewise, Kai began sniffing about the door’s exterior, beast aura swirling around his form. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Beast skill: Bestial tracking 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “What is it?”  Roy asked, noticing a grimace form on the adept’s face. 
 
    “I’m picking up quite a few scents.  A woman, cat fur, burnt flesh, and something even more putrid that I can’t quite put my finger on.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes lit up...  A woman.  It had to be Leila!  “She’s in there,” he growled, drawing his void aura around him like a cloak.  “Damn whatever else is waiting for us on the other side.  Let’s take her back.” 
 
    Kai nodded, drawing his weapon and pressing its barrel against the door handle.  “You ready?” 
 
    Roy shot him a quick glance of affirmation.  “Breach the door.” 
 
    The latch on the iron gate flew open as Kai’s blast shattered the locking mechanism, nearly blowing the portal off its hinges.  Roy leapt in first, drawing aura into his palms as he readied a technique on the tips of his fingers.  Kai followed right behind, covering Roy’s blind spot as he prepared another blast from his gun. 
 
    As it turned out, that wasn’t quite necessary. 
 
    The void adept quickly released his technique as his eyes scanned the room for threats, instead finding a scene that he found rather... unnerving.  Several human bodies were stripped down and laid out atop long, wooden tables.  Beside them sat tubes of various colored liquids that flowed into their veins, discoloring their skin and spawning changes in their body composition.  Even worse though, were the large iron shelves lining the back wall.  Each metal rack displayed a different variety of grisly trophies, including jarred organs, vials of ichor, mummified animal remains and even a human skull.   
 
    “Disgusting,” Roy said as he took a step forward, examining the bodies for a familiar face.  He was certain that he’d felt Leila’s spirit nearby, but the unnatural energies lingering in the room had his senses muddled. 
 
    Kai nodded in agreement, plugging his enhanced nose and blinking away the tears forming in his eyes.  “This is like some damn mad scientist’s lair.” 
 
    “Actually, the correct term is laboratory,” said a very peculiar voice, causing both of the men to jump.  Slowly, a tiny head began to peer out from beneath one of the tables, one with pointy ears and a thick layer of orange fur.  The creature, which was no more two feet tall, closely resembled a bipedal house cat, save for its tiny pair of spectacles and its little brown tunic. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Jakki 
 
    Felyne Artificer 
 
    ///////// 
 
      
 
    “Guess that explains the cat smell,” Kai muttered, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    Roy took an aggressive stance, leaping towards the little beast and aiming a spirit blast directly at its face.  “Where the Hell is Leila?!” 
 
    The small Felyne quickly put his paws into the air, causing his spectacles to slide down his face.  “Are yoooouu looking for the woman, meow?” he asked, fur now standing upright and tail rigid. 
 
    “Yes, the adept!  We know she was down here!” Roy growled, inching his way closer. 
 
    “Well, she’s right over there.”  Jakki lowered a paw and pointed towards the corner.  There a body laid atop another one of the wooden tables, completely covered in a thin white sheet. 
 
    “Gods, no...” Roy choked out as he felt his heart jump into his throat.  He was so certain that he had felt her aura, that he had felt her presence beyond the iron door.  She couldn’t be gone... 
 
    Ignoring the felyne for the moment, the void adept slowly made his way over to the table.  He hovered over the thin white sheet, placing a hand on either corner of the fabric.  Then with a deep breath, he choked down his fear and pulled it away... 
 
    Roy let out a huge sigh of relief as his eyes locked on Leila, her chest slowly rising and falling with each shallow breath.  Despite being unconscious, the woman looked rather unscathed.  Sure, her tunic was shredded, and her arm was still covered in a strange, black substance that she called her divine power, her dark passenger.  Her hair had also undergone some sort of change, losing its auburn tint and changing to an inky black.  But beyond that she was alive! 
 
    Roy’s jubilation quickly faded as he considered his circumstances and the location with which his guild leader had been found.  Slowly, his gaze returned back to Jakki, his adept eyes gleaming with violet light. 
 
    “What the Hell were you going to do with her?” 
 
    The Felyne once again raised his paws in the air, whiskers twitching with fear.  “Me? No, I wasn’t going to do anything.  But my creator... he likes to tinker.  He puts things together that don’t quite fit.” 
 
    Kai shook his head before taking aim at Jakki, spirit energy beginning to swell in his gun’s barrel.  “C’mon, Roy.  Let’s just kill this thing and be done with it.  I wanna get back to the surface before nightfall.” 
 
    Before Roy could respond, the tiny Felyne dove forward and wrapped its arms around his calf, holding on for dear life.  “Please, I only did what I was forced to do. My creator, he forced me to help him... if I didn’t then he would burn me.”  The cat’s paws slowly rubbed at Roy’s leg in a circular motion.  “By the way, your calf muscles are quite tone.  Do you work out?” 
 
    Roy rolled his eyes as he leaned down and peeled the Felyne off his leg, remaining on a knee so he could see the creature eye to eye.  Immediately, he noticed tiny burn marks hidden beneath the creature’s fur… scarring from the trauma his supposed creator had caused.  “What was it that you said your creator was doing down here... tinkering?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jakki replied, sliding his glasses back up his nose.  “He drags people down here into his lab, then takes their parts and combines them with pieces from other creatures.  He created my people, the felyne, to help out around Shadowreach.  Then he started getting more creative… combining things that really shouldn’t go together… abominations if you ask me.” 
 
    Kai smirked.  “And that’s coming from a clothes-wearing cat?” 
 
    Jakki turned and let out a disapproving yowl.  “I’ll have you know that I’m considered quite handsome among my people.  And short, but definitely more emphasis on the handsome, meeow.” 
 
    Roy gave the Felyne a quick pat on the head, then rose and turned to Leila.  Carefully, he hoisted the wind adept off the table and balanced her over his shoulders, shielding her in the embrace of his void aura. 
 
    “Thanks for not alerting your master, Jakki, but we really need to get going,” he said, making his way towards the entrance.  Roy couldn’t help but feel bad for the other bodies laid out across the many tables, but there was little he could do so far down in the city’s depths.  Kai, on the other hand, seemed more hesitant.  The way he was surveying the room, Roy could tell he was trying to devise a way to save them, to bring them some sort of justice. 
 
    Suddenly Jakki leapt towards the lab’s entrance, raising a paw as if he was about to say something remarkable.  “Can I make a request?” 
 
    “What...” Kai interjected. 
 
    “You both seem like real swell guys, full of empathy and all that.  And seeing that my master is just the worst... well, maybe you can kill him and I can come with you?” 
 
    Just then the iron door swung back open and a dark form entered the lab. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    In the Cradle of the Chimera 
 
      
 
    The hidden laboratory, Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Roy’s eyes widened and his spirit shivered as he watched the creature enter the room, the one that Jakki had dubbed his creator... and dammit all was he horrifying.  Its torso resembled that of a human’s, though that is where its humanity ended.   
 
    Accompanied by the creature’s arms were four spider-like appendages, their ends adorned with bony tips that could shear through armor in seconds.  A thick, muscular tale protruded from its back, ending in the maw of a long-dead spirit beast.  And on its face, a pair of curved mandibles stretched from his cheeks, their tips gleaming with a toxin that was no doubt, deadly. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Zyrilex, the chimera adept 
 
    Beast Adept 
 
    Rank: 6 
 
    Specialization: Augmenter 
 
    Divine Power: Reanimator 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The monstrous adept’s yellow eyes rolled about in its head, pausing to take measure of both Kai and Roy before surveying the entirety of its lab.  A breath later he felt a shiver go down his spine as the monstrous man’s spirit prodded at his own.  It was as if the chimer adept’s spirit energy was washing over him like a thick cloud, suffocating his spirit and forcing him to wither. 
 
    Roy’s battle instincts kicked in and his muscles tensed as he awaited an attack.   The last spirikai he and his companions fought had nearly taken their lives, even with Kai’s divine weapon and some help from Kimoura to overclock his own spirit.  Down here in close quarters though, he and Kai hardly stood a chance. 
 
    Ever the aggressor, Kai took a step forward and leveled his rifle, taking aim the man’s bony face.  “Stand down or I’ll put you down,” he growled, making Roy wonder if his partner was trying to bluff his way out or just being incredibly stupid. 
 
    Zyrilex merely chuckled, clicking his mandibles together and making a sickening sound that resembled bone scraping on bone.  “How very bold of you,” the chimera adept said, placing his hands together gingerly.  “Threatening a man in his own home.” 
 
    Kai scoffed.  “You call this place a home?  We’ve seen what you’re doing down here and-“ 
 
    Suddenly, the man’s ranting was cut short as Zyr’s tail snapped forward.  It moved like a spirit-enhanced blur, the beast head on its end latching onto Kai’s shoulder and sinking its teeth into his soft flesh. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Beast Skill:  Venoshock 
 
      
 
    The adept pierces his opponent’s flesh with a twin-fang strike, injecting a spirit-forged venom that leaves the target in a state of temporary paralysis 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Kai’s body immediately seized up and crashed into the stone floor, limbs outstretched and eyes staring out into oblivion.  His muscles stiffened like pieces of oak, his joints locking up as if they’d been frozen by an ice technique.  Even his spirit aura, once swirling around him like a torrent of flame, now lied dormant inside his body. 
 
    Roy shifted himself in front of his partner, taking up his defense as he reinforced his body with the power of the void.  “Did you just-“ 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Zyr assured, recoiling his tail back behind his body.  “Now, would you like to join him…. or can I trust that you’ll act with more civility as a guest in my home?” 
 
    Roy nearly swallowed his tongue at the notion.  Civility was one thing, but this monster just struck down his partner.  Hell, from what he could tell the man was on the verge of dissecting Leila and using her as one of his sick experiments.  And he wanted civility?! 
 
    The void adept’s cheeks reddened as he felt the anger building inside of him, urging him to set Leila aside and fight his way out of this place.  Then he felt another pulse of Zyr’s overwhelming energy, and reality quickly came crashing down.  By all the damn gods, if he wanted to get them out of this then he might actually have to employ a strategy that he seldom used... Roy Skyworth would have to be humble. 
 
    “You can,” Roy replied, clenching his jaw as he gave the very slightest of bows.  Zyr, clearly unthreatened by the red-faced void adept, accepted the man’s word and headed back into his lab. 
 
    As he turned to follow the adept, Roy had to wonder… did some of Kimoura’s spirit energy still linger in his veins, dousing the flames of anger that typically burned in the pit of his gut?  Or could it be that he’d actually developed some tact?  Though he didn’t have time to reflect on, either option was fine with him at this point, as long as he could get them out of this place alive.  
 
    Roy gave Kai a final glance to ensure he was still breathing then made his way back into the laboratory, Leila still resting on his shoulder.  No matter what this thing said, he was determined to keep them close. 
 
    “Now I suppose you’ve heard the stories of the creature in the sewers, the one they tell children to keep them in their beds at night.  Please tell you didn’t come down here just to find out if that’s true.”  Zyr said as he made his way over to one of the tables, using one of his spidery appendages to stir a beaker of dark liquid. 
 
    “I came down here looking for my friend,” Roy replied, failing to hide the anger in his voice.  “And I just happen to find her down here in your... care.” 
 
    Zyr cut his eyes at Roy.  “I break no laws down here, Void wielder.  The spirit magus has decreed that whatever ventures beneath the city’s surface belong to me.” 
 
    “Wait... what?” Roy stammered, unable to hide his surprise as he nearly dropped Leila from his shoulders. 
 
    Zyr sighed.  “You don’t know much about the inner workings of Shadowreach, do you?  I suppose you wouldn’t... not if your one of the new bloods just trying to find salvation in this wretched place.  Well, let me give you a little history lesson.  Argo Zael, the spirit magus of Shadowreach, is a very powerful man, but by no means does he have the ability to run every facet of this dreadful city.  That’s why he outsourced some of the city’s uglier tasks, so that he could remain high up in the sky as Shadowreach’s lone protector.” 
 
    “So that’s what you’re doing down here?” Roy responded as he carefully placed Leila into a nearby chair.  “Doing what must be done for the good of the city?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Zyr replied.  “I fill multiple roles.  Those creatures that you see operating over half of the city’s establishments, the Felyne….  Well, I created those.”  Zyr paused to nod at Jakki, who quickly ducked behind one of the tables.  “Beyond that, I also ensure that the darkbeasts aren’t running rampant through the sewer system.” 
 
    “I thought Argo’s gravitational aura shielded the city from that sort of thing,” Roy interjected. 
 
    Zyr merely shook his head.  “His barrier is strong, but it does little for the creatures wandering beneath the surface.  Without my Rokari patrolling down here, you’d have those wretched darkbeasts popping out of the sewers nearly every night.  You see, void wielder, I have my own role in keeping this city operational, and it’s all done from the shadow.” 
 
    Roy folded his arms over his chest, pondering his next question.  “Then what’s in it for you?” 
 
    Zyr waved a hand across the lab.  “As long as I hold of my end, then I’m free to experiment as I see fit...  That, and I also claim the rights to anything or anyone that wanders down into the sewers.” 
 
    Roy immediately tensed, fearful that a fight may be yet to come.  Was all this banter just prolonging the inevitable?  Did this thing plan on putting him on one of his tables? 
 
    Zyr shot Roy a toothy grin, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth.  “Are you concerned that I might rearrange your physical makeup until even your closest friends don’t recognize you?” 
 
    Roy swallowed hard.  “The thought had crossed my mind.” 
 
    Zyr’s grin remained as he shifted to another pair of beakers and began infusing spirit energy into their contents.  “You know, I’m not the monster that you think I am.  The kind of people that venture down here are usually the ones running from the atrocities they committed on the surface.  They come to Shadowreach, to the very end of the world just to run from the things they’ve done.  And when even that is not far enough, they come down here… to me.” 
 
    Roy grimaced.  “My captain isn’t deserving of a fate like that, nor am I... yet here we are.” 
 
    Zyr shrugged.  “Perhaps, but then you’re also still alive, aren’t you?”  The chimera adept paused, considering his next words.  “I won’t try to convince you that my actions are just… I don’t think such a thing as justice exists in a place like this.  However, your presence here has opened my eyes to something.  Part of my agreement with Argo is that I must stay hidden, lest the public know that a monster is helping run their precious city of outlaws.  It… it’s been so long since I’ve spoken with another human...  I feel like my own humanity is a piece of myself that’s been long hidden away, as if it has begun to erode.”   
 
    “I think I know what you mean,” Roy replied, reflecting on his own time in Eon.  His past few weeks had been nothing but constant strife, so much so that the battles were beginning to blend together.  It was starting to feel like the only time he was really alive was when he covered in his opponents’ blood.  Without the Sky Wolves, he’d be little more than beast fighting for survival… 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” Zyrilex said, turning his gaze back to Roy.  “Stay, speak with me and remind me of what it’s like to be human, and ill ensure you leave this place unharmed.” 
 
    Roy raised his brow, considering the man’s offer as if he had any other options available to him.  “And what of my friend?  She’s the only reason I came down here.” 
 
    Zyr turned his gaze to Leila, who still sat unconscious and slumped over in a nearby chair.  “I found that one wandering about in my tunnels, all but depleted of power and gnawing the raw flesh off one of my Rokari scouts.  After she passed out, I brought her to my lab for examination, but that divine power attached to her arm has proven to be quite volatile.  Though it’s dormant now, it appears that the thing acts of its own volition... and with its resemblance to abilities used by high ranked darkbeasts, I’d say it’s almost certain that this power was created by a dark god.” 
 
    “What are saying?” Roy asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that although she’s a very unique specimen, she’s likely far more trouble than she’s worth.  Before it went dormant, that thing on her arm was on the verge of destroying my lab.  You can have her.” 
 
    Roy paused to give the woman another look.  She seemed so peaceful lying there in the chair, oblivious to her strange surroundings and even stranger company.  It was almost off-putting to see her like that... such a detraction from her usual fierce nature.  But perhaps she deserved the bit of peace, no matter how brief it was. 
 
    “Will she be ok?” Roy asked, returning his gaze to the spidery adept. 
 
    Zyr nodded.  “She will recover.  Whatever ordeal that thing put her through drained her body entirely of its spirit energy.  I expect her to be out for at least another few hours, If not the entire day.  Though as far as I can tell, she is unharmed.” 
 
    “And him?” Roy added, motioning over to Kai.  The former officer was still suffering from Zyr’s venom technique, lying stiff as a board in a puddle of his own drool. 
 
    “Ah, he’ll be fine as well,” Zyr replied, stifling a chuckle.  “I injected him with a rather heavy dose of spirit-infused venom though, so it’ll be sometime before he regains control of movement.” 
 
    “Real strong stuff,” Jakki added, popping his head out from beneath a table.  “Especially if you have a full bladder... terrible way to ruin a new tunic.” 
 
    Zyr suddenly let out a hiss, snapping his mandibles together and forcing Jakki back under the table.  The act, though subtle, reminded Roy of just what he was dealing with.  Although Zyr appeared civil, it was evident that the man held no respect for his creations or the poor souls who had fallen victim to his Rokari.   In fact, if he and Kai hadn’t fought them off, he’d likely be on one of the tables as well.  Perhaps this was just another one of the moral conundrums that this realm seemed to throw at him, the ever-blurring line between what was right and what was wrong.  The one thing that Kai always refused to see... 
 
    “Are you well?” Zyr asked, pulling Roy out of his thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah... something like that,” the void adept replied. 
 
    “Good,” the chimera adept said.  “Now tell me your story.  It’ll be a while yet before your friends wake, and the scars on your spirit tell me that you have quite the tale to tell.” 
 
    Roy sighed, realizing that he was trapped in the underground lab for the time being.  “Very well.” 
 
    And so, Roy spoke at length about his life on earth, his trip over and his short time on Eon.  He spoke of the hardships that he faced and the camaraderie he’d found, all the while watching Zyr tinker with concoctions.   
 
    In return, Zyr spoke of his early days as an upstart young adept, his falling out with his guild, and his curiosity with body augmentation that eventually turned him into the monster that he was. 
 
     In time, the chimera adept’s story wound down and the room grew quiet once more, save for the clinking of glass and Jakki’s soft purs coming from beneath one of the tables, though that too came to an end.  Just as Roy was about to break the silence, Zyr turned around and placed a beaker down in front of him.  Its contents, a mixture of strange and odorous liquids, began to solidify as Zyr placed his hands on the glass and infused a bit of his own spirit energy. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Item: Chimera Core 
 
      
 
    An artificially forged spirit stone created by splicing the blood of several different creatures, as well as a number of volatile elements and binding them with powerful spirit energy. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Zyr said, retrieving the orb from the glass container and placing it in Roy’s hand.  “Take this as payment for your time... and let it serve as a reminder.” 
 
    “Of what?” Roy asked. 
 
    Zyrilex grinned.  “Of the time you escaped from the monster in the sewers and lived to tell the tale.” 
 
    “Ah, of course.  Thank you,” Roy said with a grin, carefully scooping up the spirit stone and cradling it in his palm.  He could feel the unstable power resonating within the orb, dancing across his flesh as if a tiny thousand needles were on the verge of breaking his skin. 
 
    “Now, it’d be best that you leave this place.  I’m afraid I’ve been quite selfish with your time.  Your friends will be waking soon and judging by the dormant hostility I sense in their spirit aura, I’m not so certain it would pan out well if you were here when they woke.” 
 
    Roy raised a brow.  “Are you scared of them, oh great monster of the sewers?” 
 
    Zyr clicked his mandibles together and let his spirit aura flow.  “No, I’m afraid for them.  As you said, I’d hate to have you all end up on my tables…” 
 
    “Very well,” Roy said, giving the adept a bow and tucking the spirit stone into his tunic.  In a way, this encounter had been not so dissimilar to his time spent with old Renji, a sharing of knowledge with a soul much wiser than his own.  It was actually comforting in Eon’s twisted sort of way. 
 
    However, as he gathered his things to leave the void adept realized he did have a problem.  Slowly, his gaze shifted between Leila and Kai who both lied dormant near the laboratory’s door...  Just how the Hell was he going to carry these two back to the surface? 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Roy emerged from one of the drainage tunnels near the city’s edge, Leila’s limp body slung over his shoulder. Just a few feet behind him, a towering Rokari scout carried Kai in his arms, his lizard-like face concealed by a long black cloak. 
 
    Without saying much, the beast dropped Kai at Roy’s feet then turned to head back into the tunnel, it’s tail dragging through the muck as it began to fade from view. 
 
    “Thanks,” Roy said sarcastically, fully expecting the creature no ignore him.  However, it paused and let out a drawn-out hiss before leaping into one of the tunnels below.  Roy couldn’t help but wonder... we’re these creatures really unintelligible as Zyr had said they were?  We’re they constructed merely to follow the whims of their master?  Or were they more like the free-thinking Felyne, simply forced into their role due to circumstance? 
 
    “I’ve seen that look before and I know exactly what you’re thinking,” a voice said, causing Roy to nearly leap out of his boots.  He turned and watched as Jakki’s furry little head poked out of Kai’s satchel, a smile forming on his whiskered face.   
 
    “You’re thinking wow, what a charming lizard man that was.  Well, let me tell you, that charm is all an act.  That’s how he won so many games of cards.” 
 
    Roy stood there, ankle-deep in muck and with a perplexed look on his face.  “How in the Hell did you-“ 
 
    “Oh, I just climbed in the bag,” Jakki interrupted, climbing the rest of the way out before straightening his glasses.  “Listen, I had to get out of there and you two just seemed like the nicest pair of fellows... not that I’ve met a lot of fellows, but I can tell.” 
 
    Roy sighed, wondering if he should just save himself the trouble and send the Felyne back down the drainpipe.  Then he remembered the burn marks beneath the creature’s fur and the look of fear he had when Zyr had snapped his mandibles...  “Dammit, if you’re coming with me then you’re going to need to carry your weight.” 
 
    “No problem!” Jakki replied.  “You know, cats will often carry their food for miles just to return it to their masters and impress them.” 
 
    Roy sighed again before carefully hoisting Kai up onto his other shoulder.  It was going to be a long walk back to the tower. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    A Spirit’s Reprieve 
 
      
 
    Seline’s Tower, Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    A week later... 
 
      
 
    An assortment of tiny blades floated in the air above Varyon Risen, suspended in time by his translucent blue aura.  Sweat pooled on the temporal adept’s brow as he sat cross-legged and bare-chested, pouring spirit energy out of his palms and keeping the cluster of blades at bay. 
 
    After all, what was training without a bit of danger involved? 
 
    Since the defeat of the Kaito brothers and Leila’s eventual return, Varyon had done little but train his spirit aura.  Each day he’d pushed his spirit to its limits within the confines of his room, inching his way towards the next level, towards a higher rank and greater power.  The others, however, weren’t quite so driven. 
 
    Varyon’s fellow members of the Sky Wolves had expressed interest in seeking out a few days rest.  They wanted a reprieve from battle, a moment to breathe easy and focus on building on their already strong bonds… and they deserved it.  But such a thing… well, such a thing was foreign to Varyon.   
 
    During his time with the thousand-legged spiders, he was never afforded rest, never lent a hand nor shown an ounce of camaraderie.  No, it was always about the next kill, about recovering the next relic.  He didn’t know how to be a true guildmate (and the way Leila has been ogling him was a bit discomforting).  So, while the others using this brief reprieve to enjoy the few splendors the wretched city had to offer, he remained in his room and trained. 
 
    That is until he heard a soft knock on the outside of his wooden door. 
 
    Varyon drew in a slow, measured breath, drawing in the power of his spirit aura as he brought the room to a complete and utter standstill.  Then, with a quick exhale... he dismissed his temporal sphere. 
 
    The volley of blades fell from above, many of them weighted and approaching with increasing speed.  However, Varyon was more than prepared.  Channeling aura into his palm, the adept launched a wave of spirit energy across the room, targeting the over-sized wind blade that sat perched against the far wall. 
 
    The flying sword instantly came to life, soaring across the room before swinging its blade in a sweeping arc above Varyon’s head.  Sparks showered the floor as the wind blade deflected each and every weapon, knocking the falling knives away and propelling them into the door. 
 
    A breath later the carved-up door swung open, revealing a very pale-face Remley. 
 
    “I do hope those blades weren’t meant for me,” he said, eyeing the number of sharp, metal points protruding from the wood. 
 
    “Apologies,”. Varyon replied, dipping his head in a low bow.  “Training one’s temporal aura can sometimes lead to some... unorthodox methods.” 
 
    Remley chuckled.  “And I thought building flame aura was dangerous.” 
 
    Varyon rose to his feet and retrieved a stool, placing it in front of Rem and offering the flame wielder a seat.  “Have you come because you require my assistance?” 
 
    Remley shrugged.  “That’s kind of why I wanted to speak with you.  We’ve been through... a lot the past few weeks and I feel like maybe I’ve had the wrong impression of you.” 
 
    Varyon considered the man’s words.  “Well, I did try to kill you once,” he reminded him before pulling his black tunic over his chest. 
 
    “Yes...” Remley agreed.  “And since then you’ve twice risked your life for me and my crew.  Plus, there’s that whole bonding to my spirit thing...” 
 
    “Apologies,” Varyon replied.  “But I didn’t feel like I had any other choice.  I had to-“ 
 
    “I know why you did it,” Remley interrupted.  “And I’ve accepted it.  Actually... it’s why I’m here.” 
 
    Varyon raised a brow.  “You are?” 
 
    Remley nodded.  “Those dark guild bastards used you…  they took away what life you had and forced you to live your life as one of their agents of death.  Well, not anymore.  I’m going to tell you everything I know about the steel brotherhood, about the greater guild and about my family.  We’ll see if it sparks any of those memories you’re looking for.  With some luck, maybe you’ll even get a glimpse into your past.  Into the real you.” 
 
    “Th-thank you,” Varyon managed to choke out, stunned by the flame adept’s sudden openness. 
 
    “There is one other thing,” Remley added, placing a hand behind his own head and ruffling his long hair.  “I’d like you to train with me tonight.  If you’re going to be stuck with me, then it’d be beneficial for us to be able to coordinate our attacks.  I don’t know about you, but I don’t enjoy having to be rescued by Leila and my sister.” 
 
    Varyon nodded, pondering the flame adept’s words.  Then, for the first time since he could remember, the temporal adept smiled.  “That sounds excellent.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Leila Aurora Rose sat in an old wooden chair in the corner of the Sky Wolves’ common area, staring at her tightly wrapped palm.  Beneath the runic bandages, she could feel her divine power stirring, trying to force its way out and assume control of her body.  And if she was being honest... it was downright terrifying. 
 
    The last few days had been a blur for the wind adept.  Despite her best judgment, she’d leapt into battle against the Kaito brothers, releasing her dark passenger in the process.  The power she gained from it was immense, but it felt like mere seconds before she’d lost control, before she became a prisoner in her own body. 
 
    Her dark passenger had taken over the fight, exerting its will and turning her body into a force of destruction.  Leila felt as though she was watching her body through a lens, unable to act as her spirit tore through the market and left Kazuka Kaito lying in a pool of his own blood. 
 
    After the battle with the Kaito brother, her dark passenger led her into the sewers, to a place cold and dark and away from the wretched adepts who would seek to separate them… an escape from those who would seek to snuff out their life.  However, the dark power eventually drained her entirely of spirit energy, sapping her strength until she was left unconscious in a pool of muck.  After that everything faded to black... that is, until she woke to find herself back in the tower and in control once more. 
 
    Leila went through the motion of tightening her fist and relaxing it, causing the dark energy to ripple just beneath her runic bandages.  The runes had been forged by Yoshiro and enhanced with Seline’s spirikai power, making them far stronger than the ones she had before.  And yet, she still couldn’t help but wonder just how long it’d be before something happened, before she lost control once more... 
 
    “How long do you plan on sitting here and sulking?” 
 
    Leila jumped as the rather gruff voice reached her ears, suddenly realizing that she wasn’t alone.  Slowly her eyes shifted to the center of the room where Quinn stood, a grin resting on his unshaven face. 
 
     “I’m the leader of this guild and I have every damn right to sulk,” Leila replied, crossing her wrapped arm beneath the other.  She watched as Quinn made his way over to her side, his steps much lighter than she was accustomed.   
 
    Instead of wearing his brown and green tunic, Quinn sported a series of thick bandages wrapped heavily around his torso, each of them soaked in a divine healing salve.  During the attack of the Kaito brothers, Ayzeth Kaito had delivered a rather vicious blow to the dread hunter’s back, immediately removing the man from battle and nearly breaking his spine.  Thankfully, his back had been spared due to some quick work from some of Shadowreach’s most prominent light adepts.  Still, it would be weeks before the man was truly functional again, and perhaps longer until he was back to full power. 
 
    With a grimace, Quinn bent down and took a seat next to Leila, pressing a hand into his still tender torso.  “I suppose you do...  Though I gotta admit, I don’t like seeing that look on your face again.” 
 
    “What look?” she asked, furrowing her brow.  
 
    Quinn’s grin widened.  “That same look you had when I first found you back in Atherune.” 
 
    Leila smirked.  “You mean when you were hunting me down?” 
 
    “Hey, the Blazing Falcons we’re paying me good money to bring you in,” Quinn replied.  “You’re just lucky that I found you before anyone else did.  Who knows what would’ve happened to them.” 
 
    Leila shrugged.  “Better for them, I suppose.” 
 
    Quinn drew in a deep breath, then leaned in and placed his hand over Leila’s, drawing a wide-eyed look on her face.  “Listen, Lei... when I found you, you had this look about you, like a wolf who’d been torn from her pack.  Honestly, I almost felt bad for you…  Then you found out I was trying to bring you in, and you were damned fearless!  D’you remember what you said to me?” 
 
    Leila grinned.  “I said it would take all the damned gods and their mothers to get me outta there.” 
 
    Quinn let out a chuckle.  “And when your spirit flared and the wind around me began to spin like a hurricane, I knew you were telling the truth.  To Bahamut’s bare ass with rank, you’re the strongest adept I know.  You’re going to learn how to control this thing Leila, and me and the Sky Wolves are going to be with you every step of the way!” 
 
    Quinn hoisted her wrapped arm into the air, his grip fierce and his gaze resolute.  Acting on reflex, the wind adept yanked her arm back and pulled it into her chest.   
 
    “But... how?  How I’m supposed to control something that threatens to consume me?  Something that I don’t even fully comprehend?!” 
 
    Quinn’s grin returned as he reached behind his back, retrieving an item that he’d tucked into his sash.  “Yoshiro went and hunted this down after Roy found you in the tunnels. He thinks it’ll help.”  Slowly, the dread hunter revealed the item in question, a tattered black book with pages that smelled of brimstone.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Item: Shadows Scripted, a guide to understanding Darkbeast techniques 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Leila wasn’t certain if she wanted to smile, cry, or unleash her spirit aura and tear that damned book to shreds.  She wasn’t a monster like the creatures on those pages.  She wasn’t a creation of some vile dark god!  And yet... she couldn’t deny the slim possibility that within those pages may lie something that could help her control her dark passenger, a technique that might return some semblance control to her life. 
 
    With a lump in her throat, Leila forced a smile onto her face.  Then without speaking, she leaned forward and pressed her forehead against Quinn’s, allowing the warmth of her spirit to flow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The Tower in the Sky 
 
      
 
    Seline’s Tower, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Seline Bonaduce stood atop her darksteel tower, waiting impatiently for her visitor to arrive.  The winds were fierce at such a high altitude, buffeting her silver flame aura and sending her long tunic dancing about like a wind sprite.  However, it wasn’t the high altitude nor the mighty winds that left her patience frayed.  No, what bothered Seline, the silver dragon was the profound silence. 
 
    As the leader of the bronze horns, Seline had become accustomed to her subordinates constantly coming at her with problems, questions, and the occasional threat to her organization.  As a leader of the steel brotherhood, it had been even worse with one of her siblings or her guild members in her ear nearly every moment of the day.  But now… now she was stuck, waiting alone atop her tower for the spirit magus, Argo Zael. 
 
    With a sigh, Seline crept forward towards the edge of the platform so that the toes of her boots hung off the edge.  Then she gazed down at the city that lied nearly a thousand feet below.  Almost immediately her eyes shifted to the war-torn market, the place she went toe to toe with that dreaded Ayzeth Kaito.   
 
    The memory stung at her...  Despite her bravado, she had barely managed to hold her own against the powerful devil adept, even with the aid of her steel brotherhood insignia.  And now that her location had been revealed, it would only be a matter of time before the dark guilds came for her and her brother once more.  It was a damned endless strife... 
 
    Seline took a final look at the destroyed plaza before turning her gaze to the sky, allowing the wind to blow through her silky black hair.  Somehow, she found it calming, averting her gaze away from the noise and the politicking and the constant strife of Eon to just focus on something simpler… like the open sky.   
 
    The old Seline would’ve scoffed at her.  She would urge her to seek out her enemies, drain their blood and return the steel brotherhood to its former glory.  She would never allow the glorious silver dragon to settle for being a stargazer… 
 
    Seline’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps it’s time to bring her back.” 
 
    The spirikai’s stance suddenly shifted, her hand sliding to the hilt of her silver blade and releasing it from its scabbard.  Silver flame swirled around the adept as he fell into a kata, swinging her weapon with ferocity and grace as she lit up the top of her tower with the flames of her spirit.  However, burning with an even greater intensity were the reservations within her soul. 
 
    Despite how strong she’d grown, despite the obstacles she’d overcome… Seline couldn’t help but feel that she’d grown soft.  She’d become so entranced with gaining a foothold in Shadowreach that she’d nearly lost sight of her true goal, her life’s true meaning…  to return glory to her family’s legacy, the steel brotherhood guild. 
 
    Seline continued to fall deeper into her rooftop kata, building resolve with each step that she took.  In fact, she had become so enthralled in her technique that she hadn’t noticed the gravitational aura beginning to yank at her body. 
 
    Before Seline could manage to right herself, the gravity technique pulled her off her feet, propelling her into the air as if she were a mere feather in the wind.  Higher and higher the flame adept rose, parting clouds with her spirit and scaring off minor sky beasts as if she were some sort of avian predator.   
 
    For a second, Seline imagined that she was on her way to the heavens, a chosen one being brought forth to stand by the throne of some benevolent god.  But no... her true destination was now within sight, and it was far from divine. 
 
    Just beyond a thin layer of atmosphere Seline could make out what appeared to be a pristine floating tower.  The walls of the structure were blue and shimmered like a sheet of glass, seemingly built atop a bed of clouds.  Though rather large, the tower was suspended high enough to remain hidden from those walking the streets of Shadowreach.  And at the structure’s base stood the man who had called upon Seline, the only man in the city strong enough to pull her through the skies against her will.  Standing there in his old tunic was none other than Argo Zael, spirit magus and overseer of Shadowreach. 
 
    “Silver dragon... what a pleasure for you to visit!” Argo said, speaking as if he hadn’t just used a gravitational technique to drag her up there. 
 
    Seline held back an eye roll and simply replied “the pleasure is all mine.” 
 
    Slowly, the spirit magus made his way across the cloud-like base of the tower, coming to a stop at the flame adept’s side. 
 
    “Isn’t it marvelous?” he asked, peering off the cloud’s edge and gazing upon the vast city below.  “An entire empire of outcasts built from scratch... a city forged by those the realm would rather see forgotten.” 
 
    Seline took a moment to peer at the city for herself, to expand her gaze to its entirety rather than just the marketplace where her last battle was held.  She studied the massive darksteel towers, the crowded slums, the dark alleys, and the expansive fighting arena...  Argo was right.  The city was truly something to behold.  But without the spirit magus to protect it, would it really be worth saving? 
 
    A sudden coughing fit from Argo pulled her attention back to the cloudy platform.  She watched with pity as the man used his sleeve to wipe blood from his lips before straightening out his tunic. 
 
    “I don’t have long,” Argo said, peering at his stained sleeve with sadness. “This body of mine is giving out... I suppose that’s what happens when you live for hundreds of years and fail to reach the heavens.” 
 
    “The heavens are overrated,” Seline replied, briefly glancing into the sky.   
 
    “Precisely,” Argo continued.  “That’s why I created this city...  To serve as a haven for those that the heavens rejected.” 
 
    Seline crossed her arms and turned her gaze back to the man.  “And now you want me to watch over it?”   
 
    The idea of running Shadowreach had once enticed the silver flame adept, but seeing her brother alive had reignited her passion to see the steel brotherhood thrive once more.  Unfortunately, she was a long way from reaching that goal… however, having the power of the city of rogues behind her could certainly change that. 
 
    Argo nodded.  “Well, yes.  Shadowreach is not only my legacy, but it’s a vital part of Eon’s ecosystem.  Without it, a lot of the rogue adepts you see below us would end up forced into service to one of the dark guilds or end up as fodder to the darkbeasts.  It would disrupt the balance of things.” 
 
    Seline turned to face the man, a look of intensity in her eyes.  “But why me?  Why not find another magus or a spirit lord to rule over this place?” 
 
    Argo grinned.  “Because my dear, adepts with that type of strength always have their own agenda.  But unlike them, your spirit is still young.  It can be molded into what this city needs.  And besides, you’ve already begun your takeover from the shadows with that organization of yours...” 
 
    Seline smirked.  “Very well.  I’ll take the city off your hands...  but let me ask you this.  Once you keel over, how do you propose I protect this place from the approaching veil?  I can’t imagine the size of the darkbeast horde that’ll be waiting to get in once your barrier falls.” 
 
    Argo’s smile widened as he motioned to the tower that stood at his back.  “I didn’t ascend to the rank of spirit magus without collecting a few relics along the way.  Now, let’s head inside and see what we can find to help strengthen that spirit of yours.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments later, Seline found herself in the upper level of Argo’s hidden tower, his self-proclaimed vault.  It wasn’t uncommon for high-powered adepts to keep their treasures locked away, though usually they were stored deep within guild halls or sealed in interplanar chambers by ancient techniques.  Never had she heard of one just floating in the sky like this... but then again, never had she ever meant someone quite as strange as Argo Zael. 
 
    Slowly, the flame adept’s gaze drifted across the room to the various treasures that sat on display.  She eyed a sword and shield made completely of crystal, a scroll that resonated with the power of a mighty earthquake, a mask made of dragon bone, a cylinder containing a drop of the worldstar’s light, and even a tunic with fabric that was harder than steel.  There were just so many items and so many strange energies circulating the vault that she almost felt... overwhelmed. 
 
    “Just a few of the things I’ve collected over the years,” Argo said as he strode over to a large metal chest at the far end of the room.  “In fact, I even created a few of them myself.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Seline said in a flat tone, carefully folding her arms over her chest.  “Though I don’t see anything here that’s going to help me maintain protection of this city.  Destroy it, maybe.  But protect...” 
 
    “Now just hold on,” Argo said, raising a finger in the air to silence her complaints.  “I’ve got just the thing right here in this chest.  I’ve been holding it inside here for quite a while now, so it may be a little cranky when I let it out, but doooon’t worry.  I think I’ve nearly established control of it.” 
 
    Seline furrowed her brow.  “It?!” 
 
    Rather than respond, Argo merely removed the last of his powerful seals and flipped the latch open, allowing the lid of the chest to rise.  Almost immediately, the vault was flooded with an immense spiritual pressure, one so strong that the flame adept’s knees began to buckle.  Before Seline could manage to right herself, an intense swell of emotions quickly battered her senses. Pain, anger, hate, and a deep, deep sorrow all came crashing down on her, drowning out her own thoughts as if one of the gods had just died in her presence.  Then, after a few more brutally intense seconds came the calm. 
 
    Slowly, Seline picked her head off the floor and returned her gaze back to the chest.  However, nothing could have prepared her for what she was about to see.  Translucent blue energy poured out of the strongbox, swirling around the room and engulfing it like a tempest before taking the shape of a massive, intangible serpent.   
 
    The creature towered over both Seline and Argo, its eyes bearing down on them like a pair of stormy jewels.  Energy crackled off the spirit creature like bolts of electricity, causing the flame adept to flinch.  Sensing her fear, the apparition leaned in closer, opening its giant translucent maw as if it were about to devour her in a single breath. 
 
    “Now...” Argo said, readjusting his tunic.  “If we can chain this little guy’s spirit to yours then you’ll have no problem watching over the city.” 
 
    Seline’s jaw went slack as she tried to formulate a coherent string of words.  “Chain.. my... spirit?!  J-just what is this?” 
 
    Argo chuckled as an errant bolt of energy nearly incinerated him where he stood.  “Why, can’t you tell?  It’s the ancient spirit of a dead dragon.” 
 
    Seline’s eyes went wide and her spirit shuddered.  “Oh... of course, it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Hard Lessons 
 
      
 
    Northern Shadowreach, Eon 
 
      
 
    The worldstar sat high above the skies of Shadowreach, shining down on its winding alleyways and causing the city’s many shadows to recede.  It was a change from the usual darkness that loomed heavy around the city, but one welcomed by adepts looking for a slight reprieve from the constant strife... adepts like Roy and his band of Mavericks. 
 
    Nearly a month had passed in the city of rogue adepts, and other than a few daring contracts and the occasional dark alley ambush, the Sky Wolves had seen little in the way of conflict.  Leila had taken a step back in her leadership role to focus on developing a greater control of her divine power (which required many hours spent in a dark room with a very ominous-looking book).  Seline had also been absent, with most of her time spent in the clouds training under the elusive spirit magus, Argo Zael.  That left Roy and the others to fend for themselves, and although they were enjoying their moment of peace, it was in an adept’s very nature to want to grow stronger.  So, when they weren’t out completing contracts, the Sky Wolves did the one thing every powerful adept’s foundation was built on... they trained. 
 
    “Are you ready, Royboy?”  Remley asked as he let his spirit aura flare.  Translucent red flames swirled around the man’s body, causing his jet back hair to flow and his long red coat to rise as if the garment had come to life. 
 
    “I’m gonna knock that smile off your face,” Roy replied, drawing his own black-violet aura around him like a cloak.  
 
    The training exercise planned for today was a two on two skirmish, with Roy and his kindred, Kimoura squaring off against Remley and his newly formed pact brother, Varyon.  The four had found a small clearing just beyond the city’s northern slums to let loose their spirits, and they’d even amassed a small audience.  Standing at the outer edge of the clearing were Yoshiro, Seline’s lover and second in command, Ezry, and the ever animated felyne, Jakki. 
 
    “Alright, alright! Let’s see some bloodshed!” the cat-man yelled, raising a pair of paws into the air.  Yoshiro promptly leaned to his right and whacked him on top of the head with his runic fishing rod, silencing the felyne save for a soft grumble. 
 
    Roy stifled a chuckle before averting his gaze from the trio of bystanders and returning his focus to the battle ahead of him.  At his side he felt the energy coming off Kimoura’s spirit aura, it’s light power resonating with the strength of his void.  And in front of him, he could see the blazing auras and resolute gazes of his opponents.  He could feel the anticipation of battle thrumming within his spirit.  He could feel his muscles tense as they readied for war... and Hell, he couldn’t wait. 
 
    “Ready?” Ezry said as she stepped forward and raised her ghostly hand.  “Now don’t go killing yourselves or Seline will have my head.” 
 
    “No promises,” Roy replied, causing Remley’s grin to return. 
 
    Ezry rolled her eyes before muttering “idiots”.  Then she took another step and yelled “Three. Two.  One... Duel!” 
 
    Roy was the first to strike, channeling void aura into his legs and launching himself across the clearing.  Kimoura followed in his shadow, drawing spirit energy into her palms as she prepared a follow-up strike to his. 
 
    Remley merely shook his head, as if he were expecting such an attack.  “Always the aggressor Royboy.  When will you learn...” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley watched with amusement as his two students of the spiritual arts charged at him, techniques forming in the palms of their hands.  It pleased his soul to see how far the pair had come, especially in such a short period of time.  However, their lessons were far from through, and today they would learn about a particularly important one...  Innovation. 
 
    Remley looked to his left where Varyon’s temporal aura swirled around his body, taking the form of a protective sphere.  “Ready, Var-boy?  Gosh, that doesn’t roll off the tongue nearly as well, does it...” 
 
    “Ready,” Varyon responded, his tone even and his gaze resolute. 
 
    “Then let’s show these kids how it’s done!” 
 
    The moment Roy stepped into range the two leapt into action, roiling to either side of the void adept and leaving a cluster of temporal bubbles in their wake.  Roy tried to slow his approach, but his boots merely skidded across the dirt, causing him to slide right through the cluster of floating spheres. 
 
    “What the-“ were the only words Roy managed to choke out before the temporal bubbles burst on contact, releasing the stored flame energy that Remley had channeled into the technique. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Combo skill: Temporal minefield  
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    A torrent of flame engulfed Roy as the last of the temporal mines exploded, snuffing out his void aura and effectively removing Roy from battle... or so Remley thought. 
 
    A breath later, Roy emerged from the swirling flames, his body in a protective shield of white light, one provided by Kimoura who still followed at his flank. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Light Skill: Light Shield 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Smart move,” Remley applauded, grinning as he fell back into battle stance.  With access to Kimoura’s light aura, it’d be a struggle to take the pair down from afar.  Perhaps then it was time to get down and dirty... 
 
    As Roy closed the distance, he swung at Rem with a heavy-handed fist.  Remley ducked the blow, returning fire with an empowered boot to the midsection that sent the void adept skyward.   
 
    Immediately, Varyon stepped forward and unleashed a technique of his own, entrapping Roy in a sphere of translucent blue energy and freezing him in mid-air. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Temporal skill: Stasis lock 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The technique wasn’t designed to hold Roy for long, especially with his void aura’s natural ability to counter temporal skills.  However, what it would do was keep the man busy just long enough for Remley and Varyon to make quick work of Kimoura.  Was it a cheap move?  Perhaps... but Remley had no intention of losing to his very skillful students. 
 
    With Roy suspended in the air, the pair charged at the remaining light adept, spirit energy building in the palms of their hands.  Remley fully expected the woman to backpedal and find a more defensible position... Instead she surprised him by clenching her jaw, setting her stance and waving them on like the warrior that she was. 
 
    “Sorry about this, Moura,” Remley jested before launching his assault.  He led with a flaming fist and followed with a high kick aimed at her head.  Kimoura absorbed the blows with her forearm, using their momentum to roll away from her attacker and reset her stance.  However, Varyon Risen was right there to meet the light adept, greeting her with a vicious chop to the neck. 
 
    Their dance continued for several seconds with Kimoura’s Valkyrie steel wing body absorbing physical punishment for either side.  That is, until Roy broke free of his prison, sending icy spires and lines of void energy cascading across the field.  
 
    “Yes!  Kill, kill!” Jakki yelled from the sidelines, growing a bit too invested in the friendly skirmish. 
 
    Back on the battlefield, Remley readied himself as Roy re-entered the fray, absorbing an icy punch on his forearms that sent him sliding back on his heels.  The flame adept tried to ready a counter, but the effects of Roy’s icy power were surprisingly stronger since last they fought, leaving his muscles cold and unresponsive. 
 
    In a mere blink, the void adept was on him again, slamming a fist into a stomach strong enough to lift him off the ground.  As Remley ascended Roy leapt above him, slamming a ball of black-violet energy into his back and sending him crashing back into the earth. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Void skill: Dark Spyral 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    A ring of dust rose from the ground as Remley’s body came to a rest, his spirit aching from the pain inflicted by his much-improved student.  On one hand, he felt a swell of pride growing in him as he watched Roy descend, the man’s aura surging around him to a power level that likely surpassed his own.  On the other hand, he felt a bit of shame stinging at his soul.  Had he really allowed himself to be outmatched by his pupil, a man who’d only been on this realm mere months?!  Had Remley Bonaduce, heir to the steel brotherhood begun to grow soft? 
 
    Perhaps, but what he lacked in raw strength he more than made up for in sheer cunning. 
 
    Remley watched intently as Roy descended on his location, ice forming over his opponent’s knuckles as he took aim with another devastating blow.  Then as the void adept closed in, he made his move. 
 
    Aura flowed into Remley’s legs as he propelled himself to the right, narrowly dodging the man’s strike before launching a blast of spirit energy from his palm.  Unfortunately, Roy’s fist connected with the ground a mere second earlier, causing a spire of ice to rise from the dirt and protect him from harm. 
 
    Dammit, Remley thought as the blast of energy dissipated against the spire’s hard surface.  If this had been a life or death battle, he could’ve unsheathed his blade and charged forward, slicing through the spire and taking the void adept’s head in the process.  However, this was a skirmish without weapons and the man opposite him was no enemy… so raw spirit energy would have to do. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Fire Skill: Fireball 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    As Roy emerged from behind the spire, Remley unleashed a hellacious blast of fire energy, targeting the void adept with a massive ball of flame.  Roy immediately countered, forging his own dense ball of void energy and firing it directly into the heart of Remley’s technique. 
 
    A brilliant explosion of light engulfed the area as the opposing forces clashed, sending bolts of red and black-violet energy spiking in all directions.  However, when the light faded and the blast of energy simmered, those watching were left gazing at a rather unlikely sight. 
 
    Roy Skyworth stood over his flame-wielding mentor, his arms reinforced with divine energy and his eyes flickering with icy blue light.  With the added boost from his divine power and the extensive training he’d undergone since acquiring it, Roy had finally managed to overcome Remley in a test of raw strength.  
 
    With a grin, Roy stepped forward and placed an open palm over Remley’s chest, allowing his hand to glow with azure light as he readied another blast.  “Checkmate.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Remley replied, matching the void adept with a grin of his own.  Slowly he raised a hand and pointed over his opponent’s shoulder, drawing his gaze across the clearing to the other pair of adepts engaged in battle.  He could see the light fade from Roy’s eyes as he caught sight of Kimoura trapped beneath the cold grip of Varyon Risen, a translucent spirit blast trained directly on her head.   
 
    Using the momentary distraction, Remley rolled to his side and kicked out, sweeping the legs out from beneath Roy and dropping him to the ground beside him.  Immediately the pair rose to their knees and raised their right palms, readying a blast of spirit energy and aiming it at one another at near point-blank range. 
 
    “Well played Royboy, but you’ve lost...” Rem declared a smug grin forming on his angular face.  “You and I are deadlocked and your companion over there appears to be compromised.  You have no choice but to forfeit.” 
 
    Suddenly, a grin stretched across Roy Skyworth’s face.  “Maybe you need to get your eyes checked, Rem... ‘cause I’d say this is a draw.” 
 
    Slowly Remley’s gaze shifted from Roy’s right hand to his left.  It seemed that during their scuffle the void adept had carefully placed his opposite hand on the ground, creating a trail of icy blue energy that snaked across the earth, pooling directly beneath Remley’s form.   
 
    “Well I’ll be damned, Royboy,” Rem said, shaking his head in disbelief.  The flame adept had been so intent on teaching his pupil a lesson, that it was almost hard to believe that he’d just been schooled himself. 
 
    You old fool... you really have gone soft, haven’t you? Remley thought to himself, reminiscing about the strength and fury usually associated with members of the Bonaduce clan and with the steel brotherhood guild.  Perhaps it was time to find that again... perhaps that was today’s real lesson. 
 
    “You want to go again?” Roy asked, drawing Remley out of his thoughts. 
 
    The flame adept’s grin merely widened.  “You bet Bahamut’s bare ass I do.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A bit later after the four had exhausted their spirit energy, the group sat in a loose circle around a spirit-forged fire as the light of the worldstar waned.   
 
    “That was amazing!” Jakki howled, dancing close enough to the blaze that his fur nearly lit aflame.  “It was just like when I lived in the sewers and the Rokari used to practice their mating rituals.  They would rip each other limb from limb trying to get to the female with the biggest-“ 
 
    “Enough, cat,” Yoshiro interjected, squeezing his fishing rod a bit tighter as he threatened to thwap the Felyne on its head.   
 
    Jakki merely raised his paws into the air and shot the old adept a disgruntled look.  “What?  I didn’t even get to the best part.  Ya know, when the males got excited enough, they would fling their saliva around like valonian ghouls.  Then afterward, my old master would make me go back in and scoop the stuff up into jars... strongest disinfectant in all of Eon, yeah.” 
 
    The group collectively cringed… that is all of them except Kimoura.  Rather than jeer away, the woman reached over, picked up the felyne and placed him in her lap, running her fingers through his thick orange fur. 
 
    Roy watched as the woman continued to groom Jakki’s mane, drawing a genuine smile onto the face of the tiny cat-man.  He found it remarkable how easily she developed a connection with the creature.  It was as if she could see how misunderstood the little beast was... perhaps it was because she often felt that way herself.   
 
    Before Roy could say anything, Remley rose to his feet and reached his hand into the flames, retrieving the carcass of the spirit beast that had been slowly cooking away at the pit’s center.  He then began to tear away the thing’s meaty ribs and hand one to each member of the party that was present.  “ 
 
    Ya know, perhaps the little furball was right.  That was amazing.  In fact, it’s clear that we all possess some exceptional talents... and that is why I propose a toast!”  Rem gleefully hoisted a rib bone into the air.  “To training harder and growing strong enough that we may one day rival the power of the gods!” 
 
    “To kicking ass and taking names!” Roy added, causing Remley’s smile to widen. 
 
    “To finding out about my past,” Varyon said, the third to raise a rib bone into the sky. 
 
    “To building unbreakable bonds,” Kimoura added, her freckled cheeks beginning to redden. 
 
    “To getting back the money you all owe me,” Yoshiro blurted out, a piece of rib meat now dangling from between his lips. 
 
    “And to using our newfound power to cause widespread mayhem before conquering the now broken world with our iron fists!”  Jakki declared, drawing looks of surprise from the rest of the group.  “That is what you people do, right?” 
 
    Kimoura merely giggled before hugging the little felyne just a bit tighter... clearly, there was still a lot to be learned about living on the surface. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hours after the worldstar had set and their fire had waned, the Sky Wolves found themselves back within the protective walls of Seline’s tower.  Despite an excellent day of training, Roy was pleased to find sanctuary in his soft linen sheets, to finally rest and re-charge his now weary spirit.   
 
    As he began to drift, the void adept couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of optimism.  He was going stronger... in fact, they all were.  To him, it seemed like things were finally coming together, that he and his companions had finally hit their stride in this world of chaos... 
 
    That is until he was awoken by the sounds of twisting metal and the screams of the tower’s guards. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Prodigies of the Veil 
 
      
 
    Warehouse district, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Earlier... 
 
      
 
    Wrath of the thousand-legged spiders stood in the center of the abandoned warehouse, arms folded at his chest and shadow aura swirling around his form.  He’d spent several weeks in the city of rogues, monitoring the situation with the spirit magus and the Bonaduce’s from afar, biding his time and waiting for the perfect time to strike.  However, after another rendezvous with Lord Blackstar, it became apparent that he would not be taking on this task alone.  The dark gods themselves wanted this seen through to its end, and it was clear that they would accept little chance for error.  That is why the mighty spirikai was no longer alone...  No, standing in his presence were four elite adepts from the veil, members of Eon’s other dark guilds. 
 
    To his left stood Raze of the Black Phoenix guild, a mighty adept with the ability to control both earth and fire aura.  Though short in stature, the man’s spiritual power was strong enough to draw magma from below Eon’s surface and turn his foes to ash.  Next to him was Louis Von Dragonbane, the berserker adept of the Crimson Hammer guild.  With his tall, bulky frame, bearded scowl, blood-red armor, and trademark spiked pauldrons, the adept’s very presence struck fear into the hearts of lesser cultivators. 
 
    To the far right stood Jeska, famed assassin and wind adept of the Shadow Tigers guild.  With her enhanced speed and tri-blade gauntlets, the deadly woman was often known for finishing her opponents before the fight even started. 
 
    And last but not least was the water adept Gideon Xerak, spirikai of the Underworld Dragon guild.  Gideon was a legend among the dark guilds, a wielder of aura so mighty that it was often considered a gift from one of the dark gods themselves.  That is how he earned the title the drowner. 
 
    Wrath surveyed the group of fearsome adepts, allowing his gaze to linger on each of them as he judged the strength of their aura before finally reassuming his rigid posture.  The four spirikai standing before him were representatives from the strongest of Eon’s dark guilds, agents of death sent from the shadows to help the spiders with their... predicament. 
 
    “So, here we are... sent to clean up another one of Jeryn Blackstar’s messes,” Jeska said, rolling her eyes in annoyance.  “What is it this time?  Another one of your adepts decided he can’t handle it anymore and go rogue?” 
 
    “You’d be wise not to speak ill of Lord Blackstar,” Wrath replied.  “Or the next shadow you step into may prove to be your grave.” 
 
    “Bah, but the lass is right,” Louis interjected, stroking his long beard with his thick, calloused fingers.  “I’m certain the umbral council grows tired of-“ 
 
    “Do not speak as if you know of the umbral council,” Gideon interrupted, his voice so icy cold that it sent a shiver down Louis's spine.  Of the five adepts present, Gideon had been the only one to ever witness a gathering of the umbral council, the legendary group in control of the dark guilds.  And because of that, only he knew the horrors of which they were capable. 
 
    Slowly, Gideon’s gaze shifted back to the shadow adept.  “Now, I’ve come a long way and with very little information.  Why are we here?” 
 
    Wrath grimaced.  “To claim this city for the council... and to kill a pair of Bonaduce.” 
 
    Jeska immediately let out a cackle, overshadowing the gasps of the others.  “The Bonaduce clan was supposed to fall with the bounty of blades!  You mean to tell me there are more of them running around here?!”  She let out another laugh.  “Oh, this is gonna be fun.” 
 
    Raze, who had been quiet for most of the meeting let out a sigh, sending ripples through the red mask that covered his face.  “One problem... what happens when the spirit magus discovers our presence here.  I’d much prefer not to be flung into space as food for some starbeast.” 
 
    The Magus will be taken care of,” Wrath replied with cold confidence.  “Lord Blackstar will see to that.” 
 
    Jeska barely managed to stifle another chuckle and Louis rolled his eyes, though Gideon seemed content with the response.   
 
    “Very well,” the water adept said.  “What do you know of the Bonaduce’s current whereabouts. 
 
    For the first time in a long while, Wrath grinned.  “Oh, I know everything.” 
 
    And so, the shadow adept spoke at length about the last month he’d spent in Shadowreach, about his time studying the Sky Wolves from afar, learning their patterns, their techniques.  He even managed to conjure blueprint of Seline’s tower out of shadow, revealing the most advantageous points for his counterparts to strike.  And though he wanted to be the sole adept to finally end the steel brotherhood, he would be content with a little help... 
 
    For under the mask of twilight, Wrath would spill Bonaduce blood. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Early morning Siege 
 
    Seline’s Tower, the city of Shadowreach 
 
    Now 
 
    Silence... such a thing was a rarity in Seline’s tower, especially with the number of guards, adepts and hired helped that lived within the darksteel walls.  However, there was a specific point in time, a period just before the worldstar began its rise that everything in the tower fell silent... 
 
    That was the time that Ezry cherished most.   
 
    Seated in one of the lush red sofas near the tower’s entrance, the adept hung her legs off the edge as she causally spun a dagger on her fingertip.  After fighting in wars across multiple realms, she found the comfort of absolute silence to be one of the simplest pleasures one could experience.  There was no clashing of swords, not the clang of metal nor the twang of bowstrings to set off her hyper-vigilant senses.  No, just the peacefully blissful absence of - 
 
    CRASH! 
 
    Ezry leapt to her feet in an instant as the tower’s massive doors twisted and warped before exploding off their hinges with violent force.  Immediately, the metal adept fell into battle stance, unsheathing the twin sabers slung across her back as she allowed her spirit aura to flow.  She had no idea who would be foolish enough to invade the tower of Seline Bonaduce... either someone immensely strong or another fool with a death wish.  Either way, she was prepared for whatever lied beyond the shrinking cloud of dust... 
 
    For she would be force-feeding them cold, hard steel. 
 
    As the dust and debris cleared Ezry saw just who stood beyond the ravaged doorway, and she could hardly believe her eyes.  Breaking into her tower was a small group of mercenaries... lesser adepts for hire that she’d seen fighting over contracts in the dark corners of the reach.  But how?  These bastards could barely manage to fend for themselves.  How could they’ve broken through the many runic seals plastered across the darksteel gate? 
 
    The answer was simple... they had to be working for someone, somebody that wanted them dead.  But no matter.  She had more than enough blades to cut them down! 
 
    The first to approach the blade dancer were a pair of spirin earth adepts, rocky formations forming at the center of their calloused palms.  As they charged in, the tried to split Ezry’s defenses, leaping to either side as they attempted to launch a two-pronged attack... one that would ultimately prove futile. 
 
    As the pair closed in, Ezry unleashed her first technique, drawing in her blades before leaping into a spinning strike. Spirit energy coursed through her swords as she swung them with violent precision, lobbing off a hand from each of her opponents and stopping their spirit skills dead in their tracks. 
 
    The pair of crippled adepts immediately retreated, clutching at their bloody stumps.  However, another pair of spirins quickly took their place, this time led by a much stronger spiriteka.   
 
    Ezry merely grinned.  “I ought to commend you...  You’ve picked a lovely morning to die.” 
 
    “Fool girl,” the opposing Spiriteka replied, allowing his flame aura to flare.  “I’m getting paid far too much to roll over and die.  Now hold still while I burn that grin off your face.” 
 
    Again, the opposing adepts charged in, this time taking a more measured approach than their fallen allies.  
 
    If only they knew what they were up against. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Blade dancer skill: Blade Waltz 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Translucent gray aura flared around Ezry’s form, resonating in the blades held tightly in her grasp.  Her eyes became deadly focused as her technique began to fully take hold, causing her muscles to tighten and her breathing to slow.  Then, as her spirit reached its pinnacle and her enemies finally stepped into range... she charged. 
 
    Blood and aura filled the room as the metal adept began her deadly dance, cutting through a pulse of fire energy before slashing across the flame adept’s abdomen.  The spirin to her right tried to capitalize on her movement with an empowered punch but Ezry merely spun out of the way, using her momentum to drag her blade across the man’s eyes. 
 
    Screams began to fill the room as Ezry continued her waltz, cutting down her third attacker with ease before returning to the flame adept.  Injured, the man desperately tried to conjure a flame shield to cut off her assault.  However, the technique provided little resistance against her spirit-enhanced blade, turning to ash as she stabbed through its center and directly into his chest. 
 
    As the trio fell, another wave of adepts immediately replaced their fallen brethren, surrounding Ezry and attacking her from nearly every direction.  They came at her with weapons raised and techniques flaring, an assault that should have laid her low... However, Ezry still had one more trick up her sleeve. 
 
    “It’s time, Zy,” the metal adept whispered.  “Show them our strength!” 
 
    As her attackers closed in, Ezry’s ghostly appendage began to stir to life.  Long, translucent tentacles grew from her forearms, swirling through the air as a pair of violet eyes appeared on the back of her palm. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Bonded spirit beast- Zyastrix 
 
    Origin realm- Aetheria 
 
    A ghost-type spirit beast linked directly to Ezry’s soul.  It possesses both ethereal and psionic powers, as well as a reserve of energy that allows Ezry to access power far beyond her rank. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Ezry remained poised as the first weapon reached her flesh, an axe blade aimed directly at her midsection.  But rather than cleaving her in two, the weapon passed effortlessly through her now ethereal body, slamming into one of the adepts on her opposite side. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Bonded beast skill: Ethereal shift 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Again and again, the mob of adepts struck out at Ezry, and each time she activated her ethereal shift, phasing through weapons, dashing through her opponents and re-appearing at their flank.   
 
    Each movement came at a cost, draining more of her spirit energy with every use of her ghostly power.  However, they cost her opponents far more.  Each step taken ended with a blade piercing soft flesh or a sword slashing through an outstretched limb. 
 
    Blood and confusion continued to fill the room, reaching a violent crescendo before Ezry once again stood alone, surrounded by a pile of bodies unfortunate enough to feel the bite of her blade.  As her ghostly spirit beast began to calm, Ezry dropped her blades to her sides and exhaled, allowing her flaring spirit to settle as sweat methodically dripped from her chin.  However, a sudden spike in her spiritual senses put her back on edge. 
 
    There was another... 
 
    Standing in the doorway was her newest adversary, an adept short in height but mighty in spirit.  Clad in a black tunic, the man’s limbs were wrapped in tight, shadow-like fabric and his face hidden behind a thin, red mask. 
 
    “Come to die as well?” Ezry asked, reassuming a fighting stance as she hoisted her swords back into the air. 
 
    The masked adept merely chuckled, raising a gloved hand to either side.  Flame energy began to pool in one of his palms, creating a spinning ball of flame that shined brightly like a drop of sunlight.  In the other hand, a swirling line of earth energy rose from between his fingers, taking the form of jagged stone. 
 
    “Hardly,” the man replied, allowing his dual auras to swirl around his outstretched arms.  “Though you’ll do just fine...  Actually, it’s quite poetic.” 
 
    “How so?” Ezry snapped back, crossing her blades in front of her. 
 
    “Because... while you defend the doors to your home with such passion, you’ve become oblivious to the true threat scaling your tower’s walls.” 
 
    Ezry’s eyes went wide, her thoughts suddenly trailing to the hundreds of souls now stirring in the levels above.  Those thoughts were fleeting though...  She didn’t have time to think of the others, not with a dual element adept coming for her blood. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Silence filled the halls of Argo Zael’s hidden sky sanctuary, accompanying the powerful relics and ancient artifacts that decorated its walls.  At the center of the main room sat Seline, legs crossed, fists clenched and silver flame aura raging like heavenly fire.   
 
    Despite her strength, the adept could do little to move, for within her body a war was being waged.  The spirit of a long-dead dragon clawed at her insides, desperately trying to escape the tethers that had nearly bonded the creature to her soul.  The creature yearned for escape, so much so that it would’ve decimated the spirikai’s body in mere seconds.  However, Argo Zael had infused the woman with an immensely powerful rune, trapping the benevolent beast inside of her until one of them was forced to submit... 
 
    And Seline was determined that it would not be her. 
 
    Seated across from the woman was the spirit magus himself, his posture slumped and his eyes glazed over from the disease that continued to spread through his weakened body.  He could do little to help Seline now, though he insisted on staying put and seeing this through to its end.  She was his last hope in finding an heir to watch over his city of rogues.  If she fell, so too would the city fall to shadow. 
 
    Seline’s lips quivered and a grunt of pain escaped her mouth as she steeled herself against the spirit’s onslaught, imposing her will as the creature fought to escape.  She could barely stand it...  She felt as if the frigid winds of the ice peaks were beating at her flesh, turning her to ice before shattering her into a thousand tiny pieces... 
 
    And yet, she couldn’t relent.  A single moment of weakness, a single crack in her resolve would be more than enough to end her life.  Then who would be left to protect her baby brother and Ezry... 
 
    Clenching her jaw, Seline focused her silver flame aura inward, bathing the dragon spirit in fire as she desperately tried to tame its relentless soul.  She was so focused, so honed in on the task at hand that she didn’t notice the shadows creeping along the walls of the room. 
 
    Argo Zael certainly did. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moving with haste, the spirit magus rose to his feet and tapped into his spirit aura, enveloping his body in a translucent cloak.  A breath later he extended his aura outwards, shielding Seline in a protective sphere of gravitational force... and just in time. 
 
    A massive swell of dark energy pulsed through the structure’s roof, tearing it asunder and causing debris to rain down on the pair below. 
 
    Argo effortlessly re-directed the rubble, sending it skyward as he readied for what came next.  A mere breath later, several lances of shadow energy rained down from above, smashing into his protective cloak before forking off in either direction and covering the floor in an unnatural darkness. 
 
    “Show yourself,” Argo demanded before clutching at his mouths as a series of coughs bubbled to the surface.   
 
    Seconds of silence followed as the spirit magus waited, his palms moving to a fighting position as he readied another technique.  Not only would the mighty adept need to protect himself from this unseen foe, but he would have to preserve Seline as well. 
 
    For the briefest of seconds, Argo glanced down at the silver flame adept, ensuring that she remained in his protective shell.  Her eyes were shut and her body was trembling from the dragon spirit swirling within her... gods, she was likely oblivious to what was going on!  Perhaps that was a good thing though.  She couldn’t afford a distraction at such a pivotal moment in her growth.  With a quick flick of his wrist, Argo used his aura to hoist her into the air and carry into an adjacent hallway before slamming the door shut and sealing it with aura.  He could only hope that would be enough to keep her safe until the threat subsided. 
 
    Returning his attention to the intruder, Argo called out again, this time causing a thin line of blood to appear at the corners of his mouth. He didn’t want to, but if needed he would fill the entire area with his gravitational force.  He’d do whatever it took to bring a quick end to the adept foolish enough to attack him. 
 
    At least, that’s what he thought until his enemy made his presence known. 
 
    Appearing at the cusp of the destroyed roof was a man who exuded vile energy.  Dressed in inky black attire, he stood in the company of two near-perfect clones comprised entirely of shadow, their dark faces stretched into wicked grins.  Jeryn Blackstar lord of the thousand-legged spiders guild had arrived. 
 
    Argo shot the man a glare, remaining defiant despite the feeling of sickness in his stomach.  “It’s quite bold of you to show your face in my domain, slave of shadows.” 
 
    Blackstar let out a mocking laugh.  “I think your mistaken, Argo...  The shadows bow to me, not the other way around.  I suppose that doesn’t matter though, seeing as your city will soon be under my control.” 
 
    Argo shook his head.  “So the dark gods have finally come for my kingdom then?  Well, I invite you to try and take it.  And perhaps when this is all over I’ll be able to erect a new wall around the city made completely of the bodies of your followers.” 
 
    Blackstar’s expression tightened.  “Or perhaps, today is the day that you die.” 
 
    A mighty pulse of dark energy rippled through the room as Blackstar unleashed his spirit, allowing his lord level power to flow.  A breath later, six more shadowy humanoids rose to his side, leaping from their perch as they headed straight towards Argo... 
 
    And so the battle for Shadowreach began. 
 
    Argo Zael slammed his palms together, unleashing a wave of gravitational force strong enough to repel the shadow clones.  A second wave followed, shattering the dark creatures and dissipating them into ether.  Unfortunately for the spirit magus, the shadow clones only served as a preemptive strike. 
 
    Tendrils of dark energy snakes across the floor, forming into sharp points as they came at Argo from all directions.  The spirit magus quickly kneeled, placing an open palm on the floor as he created a protective aura sphere around himself.  His other hand immediately shot into the air, infusing nearby chunks of rubble with gravitational energy before launching them at his foe. 
 
    Blackstar remained poised, quickly sidestepping one of the projectiles before destroying the other large chunk of stone with his fist.  He then responded with a technique of his own, firing off a spiraling black tendril into his opponent’s shield. 
 
    Again and again, the mighty adepts traded techniques, prodding at one another’s defenses while keeping their vast reserves of power well-hidden.  That is until Blackstar brought his assault to a sudden pause. 
 
    “I grow tired of this game, Argo.  How about we end this charade and see who really holds the power here!”  Suddenly Blackstar leapt to the floor, slamming his palms together as shadow energy swirled around his form.  “Summoning skill: Umbra titan!” 
 
    Shadows manifested around the spirit lord, intertwining as they began to form a giant, hulking mass.  Thick appendages grew into formation, followed by a shadowy face adorned with two violet eyes.  Finally, a layer of conjured armor stretched across the monster’s chest, protecting Blackstar who now hovered at the creature’s center... 
 
    From the depths of shadow, the umbra titan had been called forth. 
 
    Argo’s eyes narrowed as he watched the titan come to formation, it’s dark power radiating through the already crumbling halls.  Summoning techniques often represented the pinnacle of an adept’s power, and Blackstar’s summon was no different.  If left unchecked, the creature would have no problem wiping out the city below and extinguishing every life within it.  Of course, Argo had no intention of allowing any of that to happen... he only hoped that his body would hold up long enough to see his next technique through. 
 
    The spirit magus placed his own palms together, causing his aura to flow and a ring of dust to rise at his feet.  “I may have been an outcast all of my life, but even rogues can gain the favor of the gods!  Summoning skill: Rogue Celestial An’Habar!” 
 
    A long, crimson scarf unwound itself from Argo’s neck, falling to the ground in a heap.  A breath later it began to rise, serving as a cowl for a man made completely of light.  Patchwork leather armor stretched across the twenty-foot tall frame of the summoned celestial and a pair of shining daggers formed in its hands, ready to cut away the darkness or anything else that stood in its way.  
 
    Only a second passed before the two behemoths caught sight of one another, the friction from their auras causing the temperature itself to rise.  Then like a pair of gods battling through the heavens... the titans clashed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Freefall 
 
      
 
    Seline’s Tower, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    As Roy crept out of his guild’s living quarters and into the hallway, he was met with immediate carnage. Screams echoed from down the hall as bronze horn guardsmen fell to unseen attackers and mighty techniques ripped through the walls.  His spirit shivered as he sensed the massive swell of shadow aura permeating the area, clouding his reach.  It was clear... 
 
    They were under attack. 
 
    “Kimoura!  Rem!” he yelled, doubling back as he ran to retrieve his gear.  He knew his power alone wouldn’t be enough to survive whatever was coming.  However, the first person to cross his path wasn’t a fellow adept, but rather his strange felyne companion, Jakki. 
 
    “Oh boy!  I think we’re under attack!” the Felyne said with an awkward jubilance in his voice.  “This is going to be so exciting!” 
 
    “Not exactly what I was thinking,” Roy growled as he scooped the creature up and placed him on his shoulder.  Seconds later he was back in his room, slinging a belt around his waist that holstered both his arc launcher and void blade.   
 
    Armed and ready, the void adept turned to rush back towards the doorway only to find Kimoura standing there, a mix of fatigue and alarm painted onto her face. 
 
    “What in Eon was that?” she asked, half-whispering as if some malevolent force was just beyond earshot. 
 
    “Can’t you tell?  We’re under attack!” Jakki re-iterated, raising his paws into the air. 
 
    “Then I suppose we better do something about that,” another voice chimed in, causing Kimoura to spin on her heel.  Behind her the air shifted as flame aura burned to life, swirling around the form of Remley Bonaduce.  “Now, let’s go show these bastards what we do to someone that attacks our home.” 
 
    Kimoura raised an empowered fist and Roy gave him a firm nod, drawing out aura of his own.  He didn’t know who awaited them in the halls below, but whoever these bastards were they had the audacity to attack in the middle of the night... and sleep was just too damn hard to come by in this realm not to NY make them pay. 
 
    With eyes glowing violet, Roy pushed past Remley and stepped into the hallway, Kimoura following at his heels.  Rem pivoted and began in the other direction, sword held high against his shoulder.   
 
    “Roy, Kimoura!”  he yelled, bringing them pause.  “I’ll mobilize the others.  Protect yourselves and remember, If anything happens you need to get out of here and meet me at the pinnacle!  And don’t-“  Those were the only words the flame adept managed to get out before a massive wave of shadow energy pierced the wall and tore through the room, cutting off Roy’s vision of his mentor as the sheer force of the technique sent him careening into the wall. 
 
    As Roy fell to the floor, he felt another swell of dark energy pass by him followed by an unfamiliar scream.  He tried to rise to his feet, but a mere breath later he felt himself plummeting alongside broken furniture and shattered floorboards. 
 
    The void adept let out a growl of pain as his body finally came to a stop, slamming into the ground several floors below and nearly cracking his ribs in the process.   
 
    Slowly, Roy forced himself to a knee, trying desperately to orient himself as the threat of a follow-up strike loomed.  As he rose to his feet, he could feel Jakki’s claws digging through his tunic and into his back as the Felyne clutched onto him for dear life.  It hurt like Hell, but he was impressed the little creature had held on during their fall. 
 
    “That was intense!  Can we do it again?” Jakki asked, drawing an irksome look from Roy.  No.  Perhaps not… 
 
    Drawing on his spirit aura, the void adept steadied himself and took stock of his surroundings.  From the looks of it, he’d fallen several floors through the tower and was now somewhere near the structure’s center.  The room he was in seemed free of immediate danger.  However, tapping into his spiritual sense Roy could sense constant turmoil both above and below... 
 
    Turmoil and darkness. 
 
    Well, first things first, Roy had to get back to Kimoura and the others.  He wasn’t going to let them fight whatever this was alone. 
 
    Peering upwards, the void adept positioned himself beneath the hole he’d created in the ceiling.  Bending at the knees, he channeled black- violet spirit energy into his legs until muscles ached with anticipation. 
 
    “Hold on,” he growled to Jakki.  Then, with a singular burst of strength, he propelled himself north.  Upwards he soared, leaping from broken floorboard to broken floorboard, bringing himself ever closer to his companions above.  For an instant, he was certain he could feel Kimoura’s light aura flaring just yards away.  He was almost there... 
 
    That is until he was caught mid-flight by a shadowy tendril. 
 
    The wall nearly exploded behind him as he was slammed into metal and wood, pinned beneath the power of the dark technique as Jakki was sent flying into the corner.   
 
    Roy immediately began resisting, focusing spirit aura into his core as he tried to repel the technique that held him fast.  Unfortunately, it was no use... for standing opposite him was the technique’s wielder, a man shrouded in black with a jewel-encrusted eye patch and an aura darker than the void itself.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Wrath 
 
    Shadow Adept  
 
    Rank: 8th 
 
    Specialization: Mystic 
 
    Divine Power:  None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roy stared into the man’s singular eye and what he saw was the gaze of a killer.  However, it wasn’t the maniacal look of Dakkon Kaito or the repentant gaze of Varyon Risen.  No, this was the look of a man who acted as death’s messenger.  This was death itself... 
 
    Luckily for Roy, he and death were already well aquatinted.  
 
    “Deep freeze!” the void adept roared as he channeled divine energy into his palm.  A breath later he took aim and fired, sending a spire of icy energy straight at his opponent’s chest.  Roy expected the shadow adept to react, to attempt a dodge or even a parry of his powerful blast.  However, Wrath remained staunch and unmoving, welcoming the attack with a stone-faced expression... an attack that he deflected with ease. 
 
    The icy spire slammed into the shadow adept, but rather than pierce his flesh it forked in opposite directions, effortlessly repelled by the man’s mighty aura.  Immediately Roy recoiled, cutting off his attack as the shadowy tendril pressed harder into his abdomen and forced out what little air remained in his lungs. 
 
    “Fool...” Wrath said as he raised his free hand, molding an orb of spirit energy into a shadowy spike.  “Such a wasted effort, only to-“ 
 
    Before the man could finish his sentence another cloud of smoke and debris erupted to his right.  A piece of the wall collapsed as a volley of thin, black energy spears emerged from the mayhem, showering Wrath’s defenses with brutal accuracy and forcing him to reposition into a defensive stance. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Spiritlancer skill: Empowered wind lance 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy dropped to the floor as the shadow tendril holding him in place began to diminish, allowing him the briefest of seconds to catch his breath.  Immediately, his eyes scanned the room, searching desperately for something, anything that could give him the upper hand against this much stronger foe. 
 
    In the corner he spotted Jakki, a wide-eyed expression on the disheveled felyne’s face.  He wasn’t going to be any help...  However, the adept to Jakki’s right certainly would.  Emerging from the cloud of dust was Leila, wind aura swirling around her body and a look determination painted on her face.  Her arm, typically wrapped in a series of runic bandages, was now covered in a thick black substance that stretched across the entirety of her body.  It was as if she had adorned the hide of a darkbeast...  No, not just a darkbeast, but the spirit cloak of her dark passenger. 
 
    “Go, Roy!” Leila ordered, hoisting her spear into the air and taking aim at Wrath.  “Rem needs you!” 
 
    Before Roy could manage a response, Wrath unleashed his spirit.  Bolts of shadow energy tore through the room, circling its darksteel walls, ripping through floorboards and shattering support beams that held what remained of the celling in place. 
 
    “You dare try to mock me by wielding the powers of the dark!?” Wrath roared, aiming all of his aggression at Leila.  “Well, I’ll peel that power off your bones!”   
 
    “I doubt it,” Leila mocked, her tone unnaturally cold due to the mask of dark power covering her face.  Moving with supreme confidence, the wind adept summoned another larger, more powerful spear of energy and launched it across the room. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Divine Skill: Darkspear 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Wrath’s eyes went wide as the spear tore through his defenses, shearing his tunic before passing within mere inches of his flesh.  Judging by the expression on his face, it was clear he wasn’t expecting quite so much power out of Leila.  It was also clear that he wasn’t going to make that mistake again. 
 
    “I’ll bury you for that, wench!” he yelled, drawing his aura in for a technique.  A breath later shadowy ribbons of energy swirled in the air above him, weaving together as they took the form of a massive, black serpent. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Shadow skill: Underworld Serpent 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Die!” Wrath howled as he willed the conjuration forward.  Its inky black body dove through the air, making passes at Leila as it began to constrict the very room itself with its girth.   
 
    Roy tried to act, tried to stave the thing off with a blast of void energy but It was no use.  The walls began to crumble around him.  The windows shattered and the floor gave way as the technique consumed everything in its wake.  And then the void adept began to plummet, swallowed by the surrounding blackness as Seline’s tower began to fall. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Seline’s silver flame aura flared and a growl of pain escaped her lips as the dragon spirit raged within the depths of her soul.  It felt like a thunderstorm had been unleashed inside her as if the pulse of thunder and strikes of lightning were echoing off her bones. 
 
    Through her internal struggle, Seline had lost all sense of time.  It could have been seconds or ages and she wouldn’t have known the difference, but one thing was for certain... this battle was coming to a head. 
 
    The dragon spirit’s power swelled within her as it prepared for a final assault, an attack that would leave her spirit sundered and allow it to escape back into the heavens.  It wanted free... and it would have no problem destroying her in the process. 
 
    Seline cried out as the beast attacked her spirit, channeling all of its bestial rage as it unleashed its wrath.  In her mind’s eye, she saw the icy blue serpent breathe its icy breath over her body, freezing her solid before shattering her into a million tiny pieces.  However, without a body to house its mighty spirit, the dragon could only impose its will and try to break her from the inside... 
 
    Quite frankly, she refused to let that happen. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, the silver flame adept searched the depths of soul, searching for memories that she’d rather have left buried.  She sent herself back to the day that her guild was slain, to the day that she lost her brethren... to the moment her father was killed in front of her eyes. She remembered the pain and the anguish, the despair and the rage that she felt on the day the steel brotherhood fell.  She felt it, and she channeled it into raw strength. 
 
    Silver flames erupted from Seline’s body as she let the power of her spirit flow freely.  In her mind’s eye she stood face to face with the dragon, matching its size and strength with her blade of curved silver. 
 
    The dragon opened its maw in defiance, but she responded in kind, thrusting her blade down its throat and skewering the majestic beast with a strike that shattered reality.  And just like that... it was over. 
 
    Carefully Seline opened her eyes, finding herself once again seated inside Argo’s sanctuary.  Her body ached as if she had just fought a marathon of battles and her spirit shuddered as if it had been dragged through the underworld.  And yet... 
 
    Swelling in the very core of her spirit she felt an unfamiliar strength, a draconic presence wrapped around her soul, pulsing with the strength and knowledge of its ancient serpentine race.  The spirit was still resisting her, that was to be certain.  But that didn’t stop Seline from embracing its ancient power. 
 
    Channeling the spirit energy within her, she could feel the dragon’s power flowing through every facet of her body, giving her depleted form the strength that she needed to rise to her feet...  And though she knew she’d been weakened by her ordeal, once she was rejuvenated, once she got a true handle on this thing… Seline Bonaduce would be a true force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Once on her feet, the silver flame adept made her way through the silent chamber, heading towards the spiritual distress she sensed just beyond the far door.  Slowly, she pressed the portal open, half-expecting to find Argo fiddling with one of his treasures or exploring one of his unorthodox techniques.  Instead, her eyes went wide as she was met with all-out war. 
 
    In the center of the hall, two giant avatars were locked in battle with one another, their forged bodies radiating with enough combined power to rival the gods. 
 
    To her left stood Argo Zael who seemed to be commanding a giant rogue, its skin forged of light and it’s luminous blades working furiously as it tried to stave off its mighty opponent.  And to her right stood an even larger avatar, a titan forged of dark energy and shadow, its body encased in a suit of translucent armor. 
 
    Seline watched as Argo commanded his rogue to lunge forward, driving both of its shining blades through the umbra titan’s armor and into its chest.  She watched as Argo grinned, willing his creation forward as he seemed to take the upper hand.  Then in the heat of battle, something unexpected happened... 
 
    Argo doubled over, coughing up blood as his illness made a sudden return.  Likewise, his rogue avatar faltered, relinquishing a strike that had nearly sealed its victory. 
 
    It was all the opening Blackstar and his umbra titan needed. 
 
    The shadowy conjuration raised its right hand, forming an inky black lance in its grasp.  A breath later, the titan willed its lance forward, stabbing the weapon through the rogue’s core and directly into Argo Zael’s chest. 
 
    “No!” Seline screeched, eyes locked onto the spirit magus as the once-great adept fell to his knees.  If only she could do something.  If only she had even an ounce of her strength remaining then perhaps, she could intervene and, and... 
 
    Suddenly the umbra titan lunged forward, hoisting Argo up with the tip of its lance, letting his body sway in the air like some hunter’s grisly trophy.  The spirit magus grimaced as lifeblood poured from his wound, filling his boots and splattering across the once pristine floor.   
 
    Slowly, his gaze turned to Seline, the color in his eyes quickly fading with each passing breath. 
 
    “Run girl...” he mouthed, teeth stained crimson.  It was the last words the man uttered before a pulse of dark energy surged through the lance, eradicating his body and sending him to the ether. 
 
    A single hand emerged from the center of the umbra titan, absorbing the mass of soul essence that now took the place of Argo Zael’s body.  Seconds later the man fully emerged, taking his perch atop the titan’s shoulder. 
 
    “The time of the weak ruling this realm is over,” Jeryn Blackstar beckoned, raising a clenched fist into the air.  “The time of the dark gods is NOW!” 
 
    Seline crossed her arms in front of her defensively as a wave of shadow energy cascaded from the mighty umbra titan, rippling across the floor before slamming into her now weakened form.  The silver flame adept’s body crashed into the far wall, leaving a sizable crack along its opal base.  With Argo dead, there was no way she could survive against this foe... Lord Blackstar, the uncontested leader of the thousand-legged spiders. 
 
    But maybe she wouldn’t have to. 
 
    Moving with desperation, Seline forced herself to her feet before lunging to her left, latching her fingers onto the ancient scroll that hung from the wall.   
 
    Blackstar merely chuckled, flexing his fist and causing his umbra titan to do the same.  “You Bonaduce are all the same... foolishly resilient even in the face of utter defeat.” 
 
    Seline grimaced.  “I think you’re mistaken, spider.  It’s our resilience that’ll one day lead to your defeat!” 
 
    Before the dark guild lord could respond, Seline smashed the scroll case on the floor, causing the scroll inside to unravel across the stone.  Its ancient runes began to glow with green light as the scroll came to life, it’s dormant power consuming the brittle parchment before erupting with spirit energy long forgotten. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Greater Earth skill:  Earthquake 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The entire complex began to shake violently as the ancient technique took its course, unleashing waves of unstable earth energy across each and every surface.  In a final moment of defiance, Seline met eyes with Jeryn Blackstar, staring daggers into him that she greatly wished to pierce his heart with... and then she was gone. 
 
    The earth skill reached its violent crescendo, destroying the floor beneath her along with the entire platform that held Argo’s crumbling sanctuary.  Suddenly, she was free-falling through the open sky, hurdling towards the city below as chunks of debris and hidden artifacts descended at her side.  
 
    Without her reserve of spirit energy, Seline knew there was little chance that she’d survive such a fall, but that was the last thought on her mind... for as she descended, she witnessed a far more horrifying development.  The aura barrier protecting Shadowreach had fallen with the spirit magus... and the nightmares of the veil were approaching to claim their prize. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The Fall of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    Seline’s crumbling tower, the city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    “Damn all the gods of this wretched place!” Roy growled as he plummeted through the crumbling floors of the falling tower.  Every time he tried to right himself his body was jostled against a piece of wall or slammed against a broken piece of floor, opening up small wounds across his flesh but doing little to slow his descent.  
 
    When Wrath had struck, his black serpent technique had done irreparable damage to Seline’s tower, not only destroying the floor that Roy was on but wrapping itself around the entirety of the structure itself.  Walls and floorboards, beams and support structures had crumbled under the stress of the technique, causing the tower to begin its plunge towards the ground and leaving those like Roy trapped within its crumbling walls. 
 
    Faster and faster the void adept plummeted as chunks of debris began to accompany his fall.  He knew he was seconds away from hitting the ground or skewering himself on a piece of jagged darksteel, but he just couldn’t seem to right himself.  If only he could- 
 
    “Valkyrie’s shield!”  Kimoura’s voice rang loud in Roy’s ears as a protective bubble of white light enveloped his body.  A breath later he felt her arms wrap around his waist as her technique encased them in a powerful shield. 
 
    “How-“ was the only word Roy managed to get out before Kimoura kicked off a shattered piece of wall, propelling them through a broken window and into the open air.   
 
    “Brace yourself!” Kimoura yelled as she reinforced her technique, spirit energy flowing from her channels.  Roy nodded, crossing his arms over his face a mere second before the two completed their freefall and slammed into the unforgiving ground below. 
 
    The void adept groaned in pain as he forced himself to a knee, his body aching from the impact that Kimoura’s shield hadn’t managed to absorb.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to stay upright for long as a massive ring of dust and debris crashed into him, sending his body skidding through the dirt... one caused by the collapse of the nearby tower. 
 
    It sounded like the heavens themselves were crying in protest as the giant darksteel structure crashed into the ground, sending shrapnel and debris in nearly every direction and filling the streets with a thick, blinding cloud.  Death wales filled the air as many succumbed to their final breaths, not just the adepts trapped within the fallen tower but those in nearby buildings who failed to escape the wanton destruction. 
 
     Seline’s tower, a once magnificent piece of darksteel architecture and a pillar of Shadowreach city, now stood in a heap.  And gone with it, was any semblance of peace 
 
    “No... NO!” Roy screamed between coughs, the dust still stinging at his eyes.  Leila, Remley, Quinn, Yoshiro, even Varyon... they had all been inside when the tower fell. 
 
    “Roy, get on your feet!” Kimoura urged, pouring some of her healing light energy into him as she hoisted the void adept up. 
 
    “Wait!” he stammered, tearing free from her grip as he stumbled towards the carnage.  “Remley and the others.... we need to-“ 
 
    “Roy, look!” she interrupted, grabbing his head and forcibly turning it to the side.  Immediately his eyes went wide as he surveyed the city’s border.  The gravitational barrier that once protected the city was gone, replaced by a wall of mist that seemed to be overtaking the city by the second... and within that wall lied the gnashing teeth and outstretched claws of a monstrous horde born straight out of nightmare. 
 
    The veil had arrived in Shadowreach. 
 
    “We... we can’t just leave them, dammit!” Roy protested as a thousand different emotions swirled in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “Roy...” Kimoura pleaded, her voice softer now than just a moment ago.  “I was with Rem amidst the chaos.  We both were, and you heard what he said.  He said we need to make sure we get out of this damned place alive and find him at the pinnacle.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what the damn pinnacle is!  And besides, he wouldn’t want us to leave him to die!” Roy growled, despair beginning to creep into his voice. 
 
    “Trust him, Roy!” Kimoura shot back, yanking on the man’s arm as the cries of darkbeasts drew ever closer.  “That’s what guildmates do...” 
 
    Slowly, the void adept turned and met her gaze, his expression filled with conflict and guilt.  He didn’t know what the Hell to do, and for the first time, Remley wasn’t there to have his back... 
 
    “Ya know, I really think you should listen to her.  This whole thing has really changed my opinion on death and carnage and all that.” 
 
    Roy whipped around to find Jakki clinging to the back of his leg, his fur matted with dust and blood and a large cut in one of his ears. 
 
    “Bastard cat,” the void adept growled, aiming his frustrations at the felyne.  “Don’t you have anything useful to...”  Roy’s words drifted into the ether as an overwhelming sense of dread began to creep into the pit of his soul.  Seconds ago, he’d glimpsed at the approaching veil, though his anger had quickly taken precedent.  But now... now he could feel the vast darkness approaching, swallowing the city with despair and soon... death. 
 
    And yet, Roy had felt something like this before.  He had felt it on the day he arrived in Eon when a group of darkbeasts nearly ripped the flesh from his bones.  And now they were here again, larger and more fearsome and ready to come collect on his soul. 
 
    “So we run.  Just where are we gonna go?” Roy finally said, eyes darting in every direction.  From the looks of it, the city was surrounded on all sides.  To the east, a group of adepts mobilized as massive black tentacles emerged from the miasma.  The desperate cultivators launched a barrage of techniques at the appendages, however, it did little to prevent the massive tentacles from latching onto the adepts and tearing them apart with ease.  Behind him, a swarm of horned darkbeasts emerged from the darkness, goring a pair of guards stationed near one of Shadowreach’s smaller towers before tearing down its doors and attacking those inside. 
 
    But even worse than all of that was the form emerging from the rubble that was once Seline’s tower... the form of Wrath, wielder of the underworld serpent and spirikai of the thousand-legged spiders. 
 
    “By Bahamut’s blood…” Kimoura muttered.  “I… I don’t know.”  The fear in her tone far more evident than before, the dread building with each word spoken.  “But I know we won’t be good to anyone if we’re dead.” 
 
    “Dammit all…” Roy muttered, the gravity of the situation finally weighing on his weary shoulders.  “We might not have a choice.”  As he spoke, the black-violet light of his aura began to resonate in his fists, causing his knuckles to glow. 
 
    “If I may, I think I have a solution,” Jakki said, raising a paw into the air.  
 
    Roy quickly met his gaze.  “Then speak, cat!”  
 
    Moving with haste, Jakki leaned down on all fours and scurried to one of the street’s manhole covers before extending his claws and scratching at its surface.  “My old master spent many moons clearing darkbeasts out of the sewers.  If there is any way out of this, it’s there.” 
 
    Moving with trepidation, Roy took a step towards the manhole cover, his gaze lingering on the destroyed tower and the vile adept that made his way out of the rubble.  In a final bit of desperation, he used his spiritual sense to search for any sign of Rem and the others, but the chaos seemed to drown it all out.  
 
    “Trust...” he muttered, forcing himself to look away.  When things had gotten dire on the force, he never thought twice about putting his life into the hands of his partners.  Well, this was no different.  If Remley wanted him to flee, then there had to be a reason.   He had to believe that. 
 
    And so, with a heavy heart... Roy removed the metal cover and led the others into the sewers. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Varyon’s muscles strained as temporal energy coursed through his body, culminating in his legs before channeling into the wind blade beneath his feet.  Moments ago, Varyon had been woken by an assault on the tower... one that came with such precision and such swiftness that he had little time to prepare. 
 
    However, his guildmates quickly proved to be ready for anything.   
 
    Moving with haste, Remley had taken charge, gathering Leila, Kimoura, and Roy as the walls themselves began to shake with violent force.  Their deliberation was short, as dark techniques began to tear through the tower.  In the end, the flame adept gave them three simple instructions...  Find the others.  Protect yourselves.  Find a way to the pinnacle. 
 
    A breath later, the party was split as dark tendrils of energy tore through the wall, bringing death and chaos to the place they very briefly called home.  Varyon had desperately searched for the others, but amidst the carnage, the only soul he could locate was the very soul anchored to his own… that of Remley’s. 
 
    Using his temporal energy, Varyon managed to slow Remley’s descent, granting him the split second he needed to scoop the man up with his windblade.  A breath later, the pair had escaped through one of the tower’s windows, fleeing as the structure fell beneath them and the fate of his newfound guild lay in question.   
 
    Now they found themselves soaring atop his flying sword, slicing through the darkening sky as the veil began to overwhelm the city’s borders. 
 
    “I’m going in,” Varyon said, his gaze flickering back to what remained of Seline’s tower as he prepared to alter his course. 
 
    However, he paused as Remley placed a hand on his shoulder, the man’s gaze filled with an unwavering determination.  “In time.  First, we need to find my sister.” 
 
    “But…” Varyon protested, his voice trailing. 
 
    Remley grimaced, but his stance remained firm.  “Whoever attacked my sister’s tower is clearly targeting us, and it’s evident that they have more than enough firepower to bring us down.  Grouping would only make that easier for them.  Believe me, the others are resilient… I wouldn’t have trained them otherwise.” 
 
    “They are,” Varyon affirmed, though in a less assured tone/    
 
    Rem nodded.  “They’ll find a way out of there. But for now, we must scatter to the winds and trust that-“ 
 
    Before Remley could finish his thought, a massive wing of an elite darkbeast emerged from the approaching veil, smashing into Varyon’s windblade and sending the pair into a tailspin.  Varyon immediately tried to right himself but the veil swallowed them in mere seconds, obstructing his sight and eliminating his sense of direction. 
 
    “Hold on!” Varyon yelled, bracing as the pair began to faster.  Then in a final act of desperation, the temporal adept threw a temporal sphere around Remley and himself as the two plunged into the endless black. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The takeover of Shadowreach was both swift and violent.  With the fall of Argo Zael, the floodgates were opened, and the veil passed through the city unopposed.  Thousands of darkbeasts invaded the city’s streets, tearing apart adepts unable to flee as their soul essence was consumed by the ravenous beasts. 
 
    One tower in particular, that which belonged to Seline Bonaduce, was decimated in its entirety.  However, the casualties of that attack remained to be seen.  Slowly, a form rose from the rubble, shadow aura swirling around the man’s body as he climbed back to his feet.  Wiping the dust from his ripped tunic, Wrath surveyed the carnage his technique had wrought... and grinned. 
 
    “You damned fool,” a voice echoed from beneath the rubble.  Wrath turned and watched as a massive chunk of rock rose into the sky, hoisted by the burly arms of Louis Von Dragonsbane.  “I had the throat a man in one hand and the ass of a broad in the other when you brought the damned place crashing down!  Ya squished the girl into damn paste!” 
 
    “Agreed,” another voice said.  A breath later a portion of twisted wall seemingly melted away as Raze rose to his feet surrounded by a protective layer of molten lava.  “I was in a particularly enjoyable duel with this ghost girl when a chunk of the ceiling fell down on top of her.  Shame...” 
 
    “You’d be foolish to think that an adept from the spiders could accomplish any task with the proper finesse,” a third voice said, drawing the sudden ire of Wrath.  Waves of crystaline water suddenly began to rise from the rubble, swirling together in a helix formation before dissipating into ether, leaving Gideon standing in their wake.  “It’s quite clear that they believe throwing the weight of one’s aura around suffices as strategy.” 
 
    Wrath’s jaw immediately tightened and the veins near his temples began to bulge with anger.  He’d grown accustomed to the others slighting him, but Gideon had always acted as if such squabbles were above him. Clearly, that wasn’t the case anymore. 
 
    “I have done what we came here to do,” Wrath roared back, pointing towards the destruction the lied at their feet.  “The tower was vast and those willing to defend it numerous.  Destroying it was the only way to prevent the bastards inside from fleeing.  If you don’t believe me, then I implore you to use your spiritual sense... you’ll find that not a single survivor lies beneath our feet.  And besides...” the shadow adept stretched his arms out wide as if to survey the greater cityscape.  “The city is ours.  No one is escaping the veil tonight!” 
 
    Gideon scoffed.  “You doubt the ingenuity of the Bonaduce clan and their allies.  There’s a reason they managed to survive the bounty of blades.”  He paused, eyeing a piece of shifting rubble as Jeska of the shadow tigers crept out from beneath a pile of broken stone.  Slowly, she rose to her feet, her cat-like body quickly re-assuming its human form. 
 
    Gideon let out a sigh of annoyance before continuing.  “As I was saying, I speak of something far more peculiar.  While storming the tower, I care across an elder who’s spirit left a foul taste in my mouth.” 
 
    “Abusing the elderly, are we?” Louis jested, drawing a chuckle out of the others. 
 
    Gideon cut his eyes at him, putting a quick end to the laughter.  Clearly, he had already grown tired of his company.  “No, you fool.  His power was veiled somehow, even from me.  But from what I sensed, there was something deep within the well of his spirit aura... something cold and draconic.” 
 
    “Are you going on about Cipherion again?” Jeska taunted, casually tossing a blade into the air.  “When are you going to give up that age-old blood feud?” 
 
    “I know what I felt,” Gideon growled.  “That is until Wrath brought the damned place down on top of us.” 
 
    Wrath sighed, choosing to remain silent rather than continue this verbal spar.  He wouldn’t dare tell Gideon the true reason he’d unleashed his famed shadow serpent technique... that he had feared he might actually be wounded by that blasted wind adept and her dark passenger.  Something about the woman, about the way she wielded that divine power had made her far stronger than she should’ve been.  And if she had damaged him with her divine power, there was no way he’d be able to hide his shame.   
 
    Wrath thought back to just hours before… when he had considered launching an attack on the tower from afar.  The five of them could have easily eradicated the tower that way with little chance of failure.  But no, he wanted to make it personal.  He wanted to see the face of Varyon Risen as he eviscerated his new allies.  Instead, his pride had gotten in the way once more... 
 
    “But no matter...” Gideon said, finally letting the shadow adept off the hook and drawing him from his thoughts.  “Luck may yet be on your side.”  Gideon pointed a finger in the air, turning their attention to the plummeting body of Seline Bonaduce, her body glowing with the faintest hue of silver flame light.  “For I’ve just spotted your shooting star.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Survive the Night 
 
      
 
    The Valemorrow, the wilds of Eon 
 
      
 
    A chill wind swept through northern plains of the realm, filling the air with loose petals from the inky black wildflowers that populated Eon’s fields.  To the East, a dark cloud hung over the once-great city of Shadowreach, it’s winding streets now serving as a stronghold for the forces of darkness.  But to the West, beyond the windswept plains lied a vast swamp... a place known as Valemorrow.   
 
    Stretching for countless miles, the massive wetland was a breeding ground for some of the realm’s strangest spiritbeasts, dangerous creatures that had adapted to the twisted trees and murky depths of which they inhabited.  However, they weren’t the only ones currently occupying Valemorrow. 
 
    Making its way across a particularly deep stretch of swamp was an old, wooden boat.  With sides stained green with muck, the vessel coasted through the Valemorrow at the slowest of paces, rocking side by side with each passing gust of wind.  At the front of the small rowboat sat three of its passengers, a pair of displaced adepts and their vocal feline counterpart.  And at the back of the boat, their grisly ferryman... 
 
    “Are you sure this was the only way to go?” Roy asked as he dipped his fingers into the water, covering them in a thick, green film that seemed to cling to his skin.  “We couldn’t have taken a nice mountain path or-“ 
 
    “This was the best option available!” Zyr, the chimera adept replied, using his spidery appendages like paddles as he churned the water and propelled them forward.  After fleeing into the sewers, Roy, Kimoura, and Jakki had stumbled upon the crafty adept, Zyr and his contingent of lizard warriors.  Though Zyr initially sought to defend his subterranean turf, the overwhelming scourge of darkbeasts quickly forced them out. 
 
    And so, with the mighty rokari lizards covering their escape, the adepts fled.  Using a makeshift wooden boat held together with builder’s runes, the group made their way through the vast sewer system.  Steering clear of their nightmarish pursuers, the foursome traveled down one of the many dark tunnels, following it until emptied into a shallow river. 
 
    From there, the group followed the stream through the delvewood, using the trees and doing little else to try and prevent the darkbeasts from picking up their trail.  Eventually, the ground around them softened, transforming into a deluge of muck as the delvewood forest gave way for the Valemorrow, the vast swamp with which they now inhabited.  Unfortunately, traversing the expansive wetland was proving to be a slow-going challenge. 
 
    “So... what the Hell is the pinnacle, anyways?” Roy said, begrudgingly changing the topic to keep his mind off their sudden cathartic pace. 
 
    Kimoura sighed, glancing upward through the twisting branches as if she had a view of the open sky.  “The pinnacle is a bit of an enigma in Eon.  As far as I know, it’s a sort of... citadel located somewhere upon the highest peak of the Heaven’s Gate mountains.” 
 
    “You mean, you’ve never been there?” Roy asked, his tone incredulous. 
 
    Kimoura merely shrugged.  “I don’t know many who have.  The pinnacle is located over a thousand miles to the west, beyond the dread lakes, the savage shores and at least a dozen other death traps... not to mention the everblooming presence of the veil.  Frankly, travel isn’t a huge thing in Eon...” 
 
    “Yeah, I already miss the airship...” Roy replied, leaning back and resting his head on Jakki’s furry body.  The felyne immediately began to purr, lending a brief moment of calm to Roy’s frayed nerves. 
 
    “So, why is it that your counterpart requests that you meet at the pinnacle?” Zyr asked, breaking the brief silence that had set in.  “And just how do you know exactly where this place is?  Last I heard, the pinnacle was merely a legend told to young adepts about a mysterious castle housing godly treasures… not exactly a place you can just point to on a map. 
 
    Kimoura turned, shooting the chimeric adept a look of concern.  “He didn’t have a lot of time to explain, but it’s a place that he’d mentioned before… and when he spoke of it he was damned sure he knew where it was.  It was something to do with plans that his father once had... something to do with the great guild alliance and the dragon gods and vanquishing the powers of the veil once and for all.” 
 
    “How very noble of him,” Zyr mocked as he pulled his hood a bit tighter over his head.  “And you presume they survived?  Your friends?” 
 
    Kimoura’s voice seemed to catch in her throat but Roy quickly sat back up, shooting the grisly adept a glare.  “You’re damn right he did.  They all did...” 
 
    Zyr let out a soft chuckle, lending doubt to the void adept’s statement.  But rather than retort his claims, he let it pass. 
 
    Once again, a peculiar silence settled over the swamp, one interrupted only by the sway of Zyr’s spidery limbs in the water.  In their moment of strife, Kimoura had been the one to lead them out of Shadowreach.  However, her doubts were quickly beginning to settle in, and Roy felt it was his duty to keep their spirits afloat.  And yet, even he wasn’t sure if he believed his own words.  Could any of the others really have survived that ordeal?  He had no way of knowing, but if he was alive he had to believe that they were too. 
 
    “We’re going to get to this damn pinnacle and Rem’s gonna be waiting there with one of those smug looks on his face... I can already see it.” Roy said, shaking his head is if it had already happened. 
 
    “Interesting,” Jakki interjected.  “I didn’t know a human of the void domain could obtain the power of future sight.” 
 
    Roy sighed.  “Shut up, cat.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a day of traveling and another few hours of sailing, the quartet of travelers found themselves facing an approaching blanket of darkness.  Once again, the worldstar was making its descent through the red sky, making way for a fog that brought with it creatures of nightmare. 
 
    “We need to prepare for nightfall,” Zyr said, withdrawing his elongated spider-arms from the muck and settling himself into the boat.  “The veil... I fear it is coming stronger than in nights previous.” 
 
    “What’s that mean for us?” Roy asked as an uneasy feeling began to grow in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “Bloodshed...” Jakki whispered, unable to contain himself. 
 
    “Precisely, you vile little creature,” Zyr continued, withdrawing his limbs until he fit perfectly within the rear of the boat.  “The stronger the veil, the more likely the darkbeasts that it spawns will detect our presence.  That’s why we need to mask our auras quickly before...” Zyr trailed off as he noticed the look on Roy’s face.  “Wait, don’t tell me you don’t know how to mask your aura?” 
 
    Kimoura gave Zyr a grim nod.  “We didn’t quite cover that in our training.” 
 
    Zyr let out a low grumble, causing his mandibles to click together.  “You blasted backroads adepts are going to get me killed.  Perhaps I should’ve tested my luck back in the sewers.” 
 
    “Just teach us then, dammit!” Roy growled, his gaze lingering on the quickly darkening sky. 
 
    Zyr sighed, causing his oversized body to shift within his cloak.  “Masking your aura isn’t a terribly complex technique but it’s something that can be done without practice.” 
 
    “What choice do we have?” Kimoura reasoned, trying to hide the underlying fear in her voice. 
 
    “Fine,” Zyr said.  “But we need to move quickly, and you must do exactly as I say.  Now, draw your spirit aura in as tightly as you can.  Envision it as a tiny sphere at the center of your body.” 
 
    The veins in Roy’s neck bulged as he followed Zyr’s instructions, compacting his mighty aura into a single, spherical point. 
 
    “Continue to withdraw your power,” Zyr said, drawing in aura of his own.  “Make it as small as possible... Now, here comes the difficult part.  You need to mask your aura.  Envision your body as a tomb and seal your spirit away from the senses of those around you.  Allow the tiniest bit of spirit energy out and wear it like a guise.  Mask your true power!” 
 
    Roy clenched his fists and focused his power inward, compacting his aura into a tiny sphere at the center of his body.  He could see it in his mind’s eye, a black orb of pure power swirling with tiny lines of violet and icy blue energy.  
 
    Using every last bit of his focus, Roy allowed the slightest bit of spirit energy to escape the sphere swirling at his core.  He let it filter through his body, creating a cloud around his spirit, masking its true strength!  From there, he felt his spirit scan take over, regulating his movements as the information imprinted itself into his muscle memory. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Skill acquired: Mask spirit 
 
    ///////// 
 
      
 
    Roy’s gaze flickered over to Kimoura, who sat cross-legged and stone-faced just inches away.  She’d never admit it, but with her discipline, Roy assumed she was born for this sort of thing.  And perhaps she was, for her spirit was now all but undetectable with his spiritual sense. 
 
    “Amazing!” Zyr said, wide-eyed as he studied the two adepts.  “You’ve caught on remarkably quick, but now the real test comes.  Night is upon us!  Now keep your spirits masked and whatever you do...  remain still!” 
 
    Suddenly the chimera adept flung his tattered cloak into the air, allowing it to settle atop the small boat and sealing the group of four in a blanket of darkness. 
 
    A tense silence fell over the adepts after that as the covered boat drifted across the Valemorrow, moving ever-so-slightly with each shift of a tense muscle or cramped limb. 
 
    Then came the sounds... 
 
    Screeches and howls seemingly straight from the depths of the underworld began to fill the air around them, causing Jakki to whimper and sending a shiver down Roy’s spine. 
 
    “By the gods...” Kimoura whispered, drawing a silencing glare from Zyr.  The night had come, surrounding them in a thick miasma of dark power and despair, one that would feed on their spirits given the chance.  Once again, they were lost in the veil... trapped with no escape in sight. 
 
    THUNK! 
 
    Something smacked against the side of their boat, nearly causing Roy to unmask his spirit in shock.  A breath later, an unearthly wail began to permeate the air, filling his soul with a lingering sense of dread. 
 
    Seconds passed and the group remained motionless, listening intently as creatures treaded nearby in the muck.  Roy knew that one wrong move could spell their end, that even allowing the slightest bit of spirit energy to escape would draw a swarm of darkbeasts.  And yet, this spirit masking technique was no easy feat.  To him, it felt like he was constantly flexing a muscle, constantly straining to keep even the slightest bit of spirit energy from slipping free.  And when he did eventually falter, well... 
 
    “R-Roy...” Kimoura whispered, her voice barely audible through gritted teeth.  “I can’t...” 
 
    His gaze immediately flickered over to the light adept who seemed to be under immense strain.   Sweat poured from her brow and her fists shook at her sides, hovering just inches above the boat's wooden floor.  Dammit... he hadn’t even considered the strain attempting a new technique would put on her.  At least he had his spirit scan to provide a sort of spiritual blueprint for learning new skills.  But she was masking her spirit on mere force of will, and clearly it was taking its toll. 
 
    “Hold, girl!” Zyr hissed, causing a nearby creature to let out a low grumble.  “Hold, or we’ll never survive the night!!” 
 
    “I... I...” Kimoura muttered, squeezing her eyelids shut.  “I can’t!”  Her spirit mask fell, allowing a wave of light energy to cascade from her body, out of the boat and ripple across the swampy surface... 
 
    A breath later came the roars. 
 
    Zyr was the first to leap into action, ripping his cloak off the top of the boat and tossing it back onto his shoulders as his spidery appendages extended to their full length.  He stood tall and rigid, baring his fangs as if he were a predator attempting to defend his territory.  Unfortunately, the creatures surrounding them were all too familiar with fear.  In fact… they were born of it. 
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide as he got a glimpse of his own, rising to his feet as he no longer had a reason to mask his spirit aura.  As he rose his gaze met the eyes of a massive, reptilian darkbeast.  It’s body loosely resembled that of an earth alligator, though it was bipedal with curved claws attached to its forearms.  On its snout sat an outer layer of bone that covered its flesh like organic armor.  The bone also lined the creature’s back, providing it with a rigid line of spikes down its spine and ending in a point on its sinewy tail.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Bog Thrasher 
 
    Darkbeast 
 
    Ecology: Lurks in all levels of the veil and often makes its home in semi-aquatic areas such as swamps and marshlands. 
 
    Nature: Predator 
 
    Vulnerabilities:  The creature’s underbelly is the only portion of its body not covered in thick scales or portions of exterior bone. 
 
    Notes:  Bog Thrashers are known to latch onto their prey and drag them underwater.  They get their namesake by thrashing smaller creatures about in their powerful jaws, often ripping off limbs in the process. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let them get a hold of you!” Roy growled, taking a defensive stance as he eyed another three thrashers approaching from all sides.  Kimoura nodded, raising her fists into the air.  Zyr clicked his mandibles together and extended his claws.  Jakki put his tail between his legs. 
 
    The bog thrashers moved in closer, coming so close that Roy was certain he could feel their hot breath on his skin.  An eerie silence followed the creatures sized them up and their bony mandibles parted.  Then moving with a savage intent... the thrashers launched their assault. 
 
    Murky water flew into the air as the darkbeasts slammed into the rowboat, nearly capsizing the watercraft as they snapped their jaws at the adept’s outstretched limbs.  Roy responded first, unsheathing his void blade and swinging it into the bog thrasher in a single, violent motion.  The unorthodox weapon cracked the creature in the snout, slamming its mouth shut and sparing Roy from a bite. 
 
    Behind him, Kimoura unleashed some violence of her own, striking down a thrasher with her devastating palm and sending the darkbeast spiraling into the dark waters.  However, even greater than both their attacks was the response from Zyr. 
 
    The chimera adept roared as his spidery appendages went to work, slashing away at the closest darkbeast and rending its scaly flesh.  A pair of spidery limbs clawed at the bog thrasher while another pair of elongated arms reached for his waist, retrieving a gleaming hand-ax in each palm.  A breath later, the axe blades found their home in the thrasher’s chest, creating a spray of blood and gore before sending the beast to its watery grave.   
 
    After catching a mere glimpse of Zyr in combat, Roy wished he could’ve taken a moment to sit back and marvel at the Chimera adept’s deadly skill.  Zyr’s six elongated arms moved around him like a storm of blades and blood, cutting away any darkbeast that crept to close.  Hell, he found the adept’s fighting style downright fearsome… something he’d surely have to study more once they weren’t knee-deep in muck clawing for their lives! 
 
    On and on they fought, staving off the swarm of bog thrashers until the last of them sunk into the Valemorrow, its lifeless body surrounded by a murky cloud of its own blood. 
 
    “Is that it?” Roy said, foolishly asking a question he already knew the answer to. 
 
    “Hardly,” Zyr replied.  “The veil releases its horrors in waves.  Soon we’ll have much more fearsome creatures hunting us down.  We need to keep moving if we are to survive the night.” 
 
    “Excellent idea!” Jakki said, stretching out of his defensive curl before clinging onto Roy’s shoulder.   
 
    Almost immediately, Zyr plunged his elongated limbs into the water and began churning them furiously, propelling their simple little boat forward through the swamp.  And yet, no matter how fast the chimera adept moved the veil seemed to catch them. 
 
    Thick, grayish mist quickly engulfed the watercraft much as it had before, this time bringing a chill with it that Roy felt in his bones.  Then, much like it had before, came the roars... 
 
    “What in Eon was-“ were the only words that Kimoura managed to get out before something slammed into the back of their vessel, nearly capsizing them with a single blow.  Roy spun around, only to find himself going wide-eyed as he stared down the veil’s newest creation. 
 
    Slithering through the muck mere feet away was a massive serpentine darkbeast.  Its slimy body spanned several feet in diameter and its length was so great that its tail seemed to disappear from view into the misty veil.  Worse though, were the rows of jagged teeth lining its serpentine maw and its hooked tongue used to draw in prey... prey just like them. 
 
      
 
    ///////// 
 
    Bladefang Serpent 
 
    Large Darkbeast 
 
    Further information unknown... 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Run!” Zyr growled.  “Run for your lives!”  A breath later the serpent came crashing in, slamming its maw into the side of the boat and smashing it to splinters. 
 
    Time seemed to stand still as Roy Skyworth found himself propelled into the air, mere inches away from plunging into absolute darkness.  His gaze flickered to the right and to the left, catching glimpses of his companions as their bodies flailed through the mist.  He even caught a glimpse of the massive creature circling the pieces of their boat, waiting for them to fall into its grasp.  Then the longest second of his reincarnated life came to an end and he plunged into the swampy water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The Great Chase 
 
      
 
    The Valemorrow, the wilds of Eon 
 
      
 
    Water and chaos. 
 
    Those two elements encapsulated Roy as his body sunk into the swampy depths.  His vision, his equilibrium, even the air from his lungs had been taken from him, replaced by the choking black waters of the Valemorrow and the surmounting sense of dread. 
 
    The void adept flailed about for what seemed like an eternity, searching for something, anything to latch onto in the endless black.  However, the more he moved the more he found himself sinking into the watery abyss.  But how?  How could he still be sinking in a swamp that should not have been more than just a few feet deep? 
 
    Because he’d been reborn into this damn nightmare realm, that’s why. 
 
    Roy’s anger boiled as he felt the last bit of air escaping his lungs.  It didn’t matter how deep the Valemorrow was or how large the serpent circling them might be.  Things might be dire but he sure as Hell wasn’t reincarnated just to be die in some watery grave!  Thankfully, he had an ace up his sleeve... 
 
    From within the swirling black, Roy reached into his pocket and produced a small, icy shard... a shard taken from the remains of his fallen cryofox.  During the last few weeks, Roy had sensed a presence from within the shard, a power yearning to walk the earth once more. At first, he’d been apprehensive about toiling with the powers that lurked within the piece of icy glass, especially if he ran the risk of extinguishing his fox for good.  Still, he’d chosen to carry the shard with him, and considering his current predicament, it was time to make a gambit. 
 
    Drawing on his divine power, Roy channeled his icy blue energy into the blue crystal, pouring it on with such intensity that he feared his spiritual meridians might shatter.  Fortunately, the shard managed to absorb the energy as quickly as it came... 
 
    Then it happened.  The icy shard exploded with energy, doubling in size again and again, morphing before Roy’s eyes.  Pieces of ice jutted from either side, molding themselves under spiritual pressure, growing until the once tiny piece of ice took the form of a benevolent beast.  Nearly out of breath, Roy looked on in awe as the mere ice shard had reassumed the form of his cryofox, now larger than a horse and more majestic than a spirit beast.  Without thinking twice, the void adept swam forward and latched on to the creature’s mane, holding on for dear life. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    On the swamp’s surface, the massive serpentine darkbeast circled the quickly sinking wreckage, constricting its body tighter as its head slowly rose into the air.  The creature’s maw opened wide, preparing to snatch its prey from the murky depths... 
 
    Unfortunately, its prey had other plans. 
 
    The black waters of the Valemorrow began to glow an icy blue, growing in intensity as the water began to swirl.  A mere breath later, an icy fox exploded from beneath the water’s surface, slamming into the darkbeast’s chin and knocking its head away.  And on the back of that cryofox rode its master... divine adept Roy Skyworth. 
 
    “Hold on!” Roy yelled as he willed the cryofox forward, dashing across the surface of the water as he clung to his creature’s icy mane.  Kimoura clung to his back, her legs wrapped tightly around the cryofox’s body as Jakki held on to Roy’s thigh for dear life.  And just a few feet back, attached by a thin but ultra-durable layer of spider silk was Zyr, his spider legs skimming through the water as the fast-moving fox dragged him along.  And was that the semblance of a grin forming on his face? 
 
    Roy’s eyes blazed with divine light as he continued to channel his energy into the cryofox, spurring his mount across the surface of the Valemorrow and leaving an icy trail in its wake.  Immediately darkbeasts began to populate his vision, revealing themselves from the veil of darkness as they were drawn to his aura.  However, his fox proved just a bit too elusive for their grasp. 
 
    Roy ducked low as his cryofox ran, weaving in and out of the trees as curved talons and snapping maws lunged at its body.  Even the lesser darkbeasts built for tracking down prey were struggling to catch the adept as his fox barreled through the Valemorrow. 
 
    “How long can your beast keep this up?!” Zyr shouted, ducking as a low-hanging branch nearly took off his head. 
 
    “Not... sure...” Roy growled, pouring all of his focus into the task at hand.  In truth, his divine energy was nearly depleted, and his kindred connection with Kimoura would do little to fuel his divine power.  And once that icy power was gone, he had no way of knowing what would happen to his fox.  But to Hell with it... he’d extinguish his spirit if it meant keeping them alive and escaping this damn nightmare! 
 
    “On your right, love!” Kimoura shouted.  Roy reacted near-instantly, shifting his fox to the left as the beast narrowly dodged a blast of dark energy.  Unfortunately, the quick move brought them directly in the path of a pair of blackened tree trunks.   
 
    Straightening his posture, Roy willed his cryofox forward in an attempt to thread the needle, taking aim the small space between the two towering trees.  A breath later, shards of ice and wood were launched into the air as Roy’s fox forced its way through, taking a huge chunk out of either tree with its icy mane but ultimately leaving its riders unharmed. 
 
    The cryofox increased its speed as it cleared the trees, breaking out into a sprint as it reached open ground.  Its paws were nearly silent as they padded across the soft earth, leaving icy circles in the ground with each passing step.   
 
    On and on they traveled, fearful to look back and find that an army of darkbeasts was licking their heels.  Fortunately, a sight caught their eye that gave them the slightest bit of hope. 
 
    “There!  Look!” Zyr yelled, pointing to another line of trees just up ahead.  These were different though... unlike the short, twisting trees they were accustomed to, these trunks were unbelievably thick and extended beyond his sight.  It was as if they were the legs of some mighty tree god. 
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide.  “Are those-“ 
 
    “They’re elder oaks!” Kimoura cheered. 
 
    “That’s good?” Jakki asked, interjecting himself into the action.  “Please tell me that’s good.” 
 
    “By Cipherion’s sight, I’d say it’s the best thing I’ve seen in ages!” Kimoura replied, a bit of hope returning to her voice.  “I’ve heard of they grow in strange parts of Eon but I’ve never seen them with my own eyes.  The trunks of elder oaks are said to grow from seeds that have fallen from the heavens.  Some say you can climb them until you reach the heavens themselves, and if we’re lucky...” 
 
    “Then we just might be able to use them to escape the veil!” Zyr said, finishing her statement.  “We need to scale the elder oak, and quickly!” 
 
    “Got it,” Roy replied, tightening his grip on his fox’s icy mane.  A breath later, the beast leapt into action, increasing its speed as it dashed across the swampy terrain and leaving tiny pools of ice in its wake. 
 
    The ground shook and an ear-piercing screech filled Roy’s ears as they closed in on the giant tree, warning him that one of the massive darkbeasts was closing in fast.  Just what the Hell was he going to do once he reached the trunk?  And how would they- 
 
    “Hold on! Zyr howled, pulling Roy out of his thoughts and forcing him into action.  Without hesitation, the void adept yanked on his mount’s crystal mane, forcing the cryofox to dart straight at the tree.  From there Zyr took over. 
 
    Using each and every one of his spider legs, the chimera adept launched himself skyward, latching onto the tall oak with ease.  A breath later, he aimed two of his palms downward and fired countless strands of spider silk, wrapping both Roy and Kimoura in his seemingly unbreakable web of embrace. 
 
    With a grunt and a pulse of spirit energy, Zyr used his enhanced strength and yanked the pair skyward.  Kimoura didn’t resist, scaling the tree in seconds.  However, Roy leaned away from the tug of the spider silk, hugging the body of his cryofox and tightening his grip on the creature’s mane.   
 
    It had been but mere moments since Roy had reunited with the creature... moments since his divine energy had returned the beast to life.  And though he knew it wasn’t logical, he latched on to the creature all the same, confident in Zyr’s strength and hoping to hoist his mount to safety. 
 
    Then something unexpected happened. 
 
    In an effort to increase his own physical strength, Roy cut off his divine energy and began channeling void aura into his muscles, a much more potent force of physical power.  However, what he didn’t expect was the effect it would have on his cryofox. 
 
    As soon as he stopped channeling energy into the beast, its size began to rapidly diminish, shrinking until it could once again be cradled in his arms.  
 
    With aura and exhilaration pumping through his veins, Roy scooped the cryofox into his right hand and Jakki into his left, protecting them as Zyr yanked him skyward.  He watched as just feet below him the serpentine darkbeast slammed into the ancient tree, embedding its fangs into the wood just inches from where he once stood.  And then... then he flew towards the stars. 
 
    Dangling upon a thousand strands of spider silk, Roy and Kimoura were dragged higher and higher, pulled by Zyr as he scaled the ancient tree at a breakneck speed. 
 
    Below, darkbeasts began to pool at the trunk’s base, climbing over one another as they tried to grab at his boots and drag him back down.  Luckily, Kimoura’s arms still remained free and a mighty blast of her light energy managed to stave them off.   
 
    For a moment, it seemed like the beasts were about to recoil, like they might regroup and launch themselves up the side of the ancient tree.  Then, in a single breath... they were gone. 
 
    The darkbeasts disappeared from view as Zyr hoisted them higher, beyond the reach of the veil, up and out of the dark cloud that housed all of their nightmares.   
 
    Roy felt like he’d just ascended beyond a realm of madness and carnage.  Below, he could see the veil as a massive blanket of fog covering the ground far beyond his sight.  And above... above the elder oaks stretched into dozens of winding branches, their ends covered in leaves that were larger than him and bathed in an endless starlight. 
 
    “This is where we rest,” Zyr said, hoisting Roy and Kimoura up the final length of the tree and placing them in the nook of an impossibly thick branch. 
 
    Roy settled in, nervously peering over the edge of his seat as if he was waiting for a darkbeast to emerge at any second.  “Are you sure it’s safe?” 
 
    Zyr nodded.  “The darkbeasts are unnaturally territorial.  They won’t stray from the veil... not unless a pocket of dark atmosphere traps them in one of those vile dungeons.” 
 
    Slowly, the chimera adept separated himself from the conversation and made his way to one of the higher branches, weaving a large web of spider silk as he moved. 
 
    Roy sighed, averting his gaze westward to the endless beyond.  He could see other elder trees in the distance, arising out of the veil in defiance.  And beyond that, a stretch of mountain peaks so distant that they were barely within his view.  However, the most welcoming sight was the one mere feet away from him… the woman seated on the twisting arm of the elder oak. 
 
    Moving with careful balance, Kimoura slid across the large tree branch and squeezed herself into the small nook next to Roy.  “This... feels weird,” she said after several moments of silence, resting her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “What do ya mean?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “This moment of peace... it just doesn’t feel real.  Moments ago we were running for our lives, and now look.”  The light adept pointed to the sky where a thousand stars burned with all of their luminescent glory.  “It still amazes me that such beauty lies just beyond the veil.” 
 
    Jakki let out a soft purr, detaching himself from Roy’s grasp and climbing atop his free shoulder.  “Even more beautiful than a prolonged sequence of open combat.” 
 
    “I think your right for once, cat,” Roy said, making a grin surface on Jakki’s whiskered face.  Then he leaned back, allowing himself a moment to breathe easy, allowing his depleted spirit a moment to recharge. 
 
    “Here, take this.” 
 
    Roy’s sleep-deprived gaze shifted upwards, startled by the words.  There he saw Zyr dangling from a strand of silk, an oversized elder leaf dangling in his grasp.  Slowly, the chimera adept lowered it onto him, covering both he and Kimoura with it like a natural blanket.   
 
    “Rest well,” Zyr instructed.  “We set out at first light.” 
 
    Again, Roy nodded, turning his gaze back to the stars as a glowing-winged spirit beast passed by from above.  Then he let exhaustion take over and drifted into the realm of sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Remley and Varyon 
 
      
 
    Shadowreach prison camp, the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    One week later... 
 
      
 
    Morning dew glistened on the edge of a hundred jagged blades as the worldstar made its ascent over the city that was once Shadowreach.  Each of those blades was secured in the grasp of an adept from the thousand-legged spiders or another one of Eon’s dark guilds.  And their objective was quite simple... guard their prisoners and slay those that didn’t comply. 
 
    After the fall of Shadowreach, the dark guilds had been swift to move in and seize the city, taking control of its many assets and imprisoning those unfortunate enough to be trapped within its walls.  Some took this as an opportunity to set aside their pride and join the ranks of the dark guilds, a small price to pay for a chance at survival.  However, those that did not quickly found themselves spirit-shackled and facing insurmountable odds... those like the unlikely duo of Remley Bonaduce and Varyon Risen. 
 
    “Forgive me, my friend... but please tell me you’ve devised a plan,” Varyon said in a hushed tone, speaking from within the opening of his weathered cowl. 
 
    “Well, I’d say the not dying plan was executed flawlessly,” Remley replied.  “Now it’s just a matter of sorting the whole escape piece.” 
 
    During the city’s siege, the pair had been flung from Varyon’s windblade and were sent spiraling back into the chaos.  From there, they were nearly killed several times over, forced to fight for their lives against the horrors brought on with the dark guild’s invasion.  Eventually they were captured, though once again they found themselves the recipients of Remley’s twisted luck. 
 
    The guild officer responsible for their capture had failed to recognize both Remley and Varyon, and as such treated them as ordinary prisoners (though he did help himself to Remley’s red coat).  As such, the pair remained silent as they were transferred to confinement, collecting clothing along the way and disguising themselves in the tattered attire of commoners.  And that is where they remained, awaiting an opportunity to escape... to escape and find the others that they lost in the carnage. 
 
    Varyon sighed as he took a quick look around.  He and Rem were trapped in a makeshift pen with at least twenty other shackled adepts, caged within a giant ring of rubble and stone.  It wasn’t especially high, and he was certain that given a few moments he could climb his way out.  However, what awaited him on the other side is what had the temporal adept concerned... 
 
    Releasing a shallow breath, Varyon ran his fingertips across the runic binding latched tightly around his neck… the spirit shackle.  After ransacking the city, the spirit shackles were brought in, carried in large chests on the backs of twisted spirit beasts.  They were then distributed amongst the prisoners, attached to each and every neck, all but nullifying any chance at an uprising.  It all but infuriated Varyon.  If only he had one more chance to access his spirit aura... 
 
    “Don’t fret,” Remley whispered, his voice reflecting a sort of gruff optimism despite their bleak situation.  “The dark guilds have been working to extinguish the Bonaduce clan for ages, and each time they failed.  Sooner or later, we’ll find a...”. Remley’s voice trailed off as his gaze locked on to something in the distance, his expression quickly turning grim. 
 
    Varyon grimaced as he followed the flame adept’s eyes, quite certain he knew exactly what the man was looking at...  Unfortunately, he was correct. 
 
    Standing at the top of a large piece of rubble had emerged a rather imposing figure.  Tall and slim, the man’s olive skin sported a number of grisly battle scars, including one that stretched vertically across the length of his face.  However, the thing that had set Remley off was his attire.  Wrapped around the man’s body was Remley’s trademark red coat, clinging to his body like the ill-fitting clothing of a child and accompanied by the curved blade typically holstered to Remley’s back.   
 
    Jekken Wilde, officer of the Shadow Tigers guild and makeshift prison warden had returned to oversee his captives. 
 
    Slowly, the man-made his way across the rubble wall, boots clicking against the stone with each passing step.  His spiriteka energy swirled around his form, giving him a far more imposing presence than he deserved.  Unfortunately, the spirit shackles ensured there was little any of them could do to stop him. 
 
      “The spoils of war do indeed go to the victors...” the man muttered, grinning as he took stock of the adepts standing in his wake.  “And what marvelous spoils I’ve found.”  The man yanked on the sleeves of his stolen red coat, causing Remley to clench his teeth in disgust. 
 
    “Easy Rem,” Varyon whispered, careful not to speak his name too loudly.  He could see the anger in his bonded brother beginning to swell, burning away the mask of optimism that he’d often donned.    
 
    “If he keeps yanking on my jacket like that then he’s going to pop a seam in no time,” Remley replied, speaking through his teeth as his voice seethed with anger.  “And that I will not allow.” 
 
    Varyon stepped forward and placed a hand on the flame adept’s shoulder, squeezing it softly as if to demonstrate restraint.  “If I’ve learned anything from the Wolves, it’s that we need to bide our time.  What would the others think if we-“ 
 
    “Hey!” Jekken’s voice rang true through the area, bringing Varyon’s words to an abrupt halt.  “Do you have an issue here?” 
 
    Varyon carefully turned his gaze to the guild officer, praying to Bahamut that he wasn’t looking directly at them. 
 
    He was. 
 
    “We have no issues here,” Varyon replied.  He was quickly growing to despise being subservient, but his time with the spiders had taught him well how to navigate these types of situations.  “Deepest apologies.” 
 
    Jekken grinned.  “I wasn’t talking to you.  I was talkin to him.”  The man’s bony finger lifted into the air, pointing directly at Remley.  “Do you have a problem... cause you sure look like you have one.” 
 
    Varyon held his breath as he awaited a response from Remley, though he had no idea what he was going to get.  Normally, the flame adept was far more composed than those around him, but somewhere between stealing his gear and shackling his spirit the man had been pushed over the edge. 
 
    “An issue?” Remley asked, pondering the question with one of his own.  “No, certainly not.  Why would I have an issue with a thieving bastard destined to dwell in only the darkest corners of this godforsaken realm?!” 
 
    The entire area went silent as the words rolled off Remley’s tongue, and even the flame adept himself seemed taken aback by his own outburst.  However, the person who seemed most taken aback was Jekken himself. 
 
    “Well, well, well...” Jekken said as he hopped in Remley’s direction.  “Looks like someone had some balls hiding under their coat, didn’t they?” 
 
    Varyon immediately rushed forward, taking a defensive stance between Rem and the approaching adept.  “Leave him.  He does not know what he says.” 
 
    “Oh, he damn well knows what he says,” Jekken replied, displaying a grin that carried ill intent.  “And he’s going to pay for it in blood.” 
 
    An instant later, Jekken stepped forward and threw an empowered strike, launching a glowing fist directly at Varyon, a strike that landed true.  Normally the blow would’ve done little to deter the temporal adept, but without his spirit aura flowing through his body, he could do little but absorb its full force on his tempered flesh. 
 
    A growl of pain left Varyon’s lips as the strike slipped past his defenses and landed true on his diaphragm, knocking the wind out of his lungs and forcing his body to recoil in pain.  A second strike came in with lightning speed, leaving an impression in Varyon’s cheek and sending his body careening through the debris. 
 
    Slowly, the temporal adept pressed his palms into the ground, forcing his face out of the dirt as he reeled from the strike that he had little chance of defending.  Sure, his body had been tempered and his resolve was unmatched.  However, Varyon’s skill set relied heavily on his aura.  Without spirit energy coursing through his channels he was merely a husk, a shell without the ability to empower, enhance, or reinforce his techniques.  
 
    Varyon’s ears were ringing as he tried to climb to a knee, though he still managed to hone in on a horrific sound, a sound he tried so desperately to prevent... the persistent thud of Jekken’s fist pounding against Remley’s body.  Over and over the warden struck the man, beating Remley until he was nothing more than a crumpled heap.   
 
    The flame adept’s cries of pain echoed through the area, creating a sense of dread in the already defeated adepts.  Many of the other prisoners looked away, unwilling to witness such wanton brutality... but not Varyon.  He watched every second of it, allowing the image to imprint in his mind.  For when the time came and he did escape from his shackles, he was going to put his assassin skills to use and remove Jekken’s head from his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Varyon sat against a large piece of broken wall, a tattered hood cast over his face.  In one hand he gripped his abdomen, still sore from the strike he’d taken.  And in the other hand he held an old rag pressed tightly onto Remley’s lacerated eyebrow. 
 
    After Rem’s beating, the flame adept had drifted in and out of consciousness, occasionally letting out a groan of pain as he nursed tender ribs and a bludgeoned body.  However, his flame-imbued body had begun its natural recovery process, dragging him back to their dark reality. 
 
    The pair sat in silence as daylight waned, making way for night and the coming veil.  Soon their silence was broken as the wales of darkbeasts began to permeate the air, signaling their arrival.  However, the heavy presence of the dark guilds in Shadowreach, ensured neither man would have to worry about an errant attack.  For as vicious as the creatures were, they appeared to be under the dark guild’s influence, acting as their menagerie of twisted shadow and chaos. 
 
    The sounds of the grisly creatures continued to haunt them throughout the night.  However, Varyon soon noticed another sound reach his ears... the soft sound of weeping. 
 
    The temporal adept turned, removing the rag from Remley’s face to find tears streaming down the man’s face, leaving thin lines in his dirty cheeks.  “Rem...” he muttered, unable to find words of solace, unsure if he even knew them. 
 
    “It’s getting harder, Varyon,” Remley muttered, gazing off at something insubstantial in the distance.  “It’s getting so damn hard.” 
 
    Varyon furrowed his brow.  “What is?” 
 
    “To wear the guise,” Remley replied.  “To smile and act like this whole damned realm isn’t going to burn in underworld fire.  Ya know, I’ve taken everything this life has thrown at me... the death of my parents, my guild, my brother.  I’ve taken it all and in the end, I came out with a grin on my face.  I smiled, not because I found joy in this miserable existence... gods no.  I smiled to bring hope, because if I’m not strong enough to take the brunt of this on my chest and keep smiling, then who is?  The moment I let that go, the moment I show the others that weakness...”. Remley’s words drifted as the tears continued to swell in his eyes.   
 
    Slowly and methodically, Varyon reached over and placed an arm around the flame adept’s shoulder, holding him in a strong embrace.  “You’re an excellent leader and an even greater friend,” Varyon said softly.  “I can see why I chose to serve your family those many years ago.” 
 
    Remley chuckled, pointing to the spirit shackle around the man’s neck.  “And we can see how well that turned out for you.  Shackled and beaten.” 
 
    Varyon replied with a simple grin.  “I’ve suffered worse.  Nevertheless, I won’t stop following you.  I’ll ensure your soul is freed from this wretched place and the Sky Wolves are reunited under the worldstar’s first light.” 
 
    Remley let out another chuckle, turning to Varyon as the despair in his gaze began to dull.  “Perhaps my optimism merely wore off onto you…  You’re a better man than I thought, Varyon Risen, and I’m glad to have by my side.” 
 
    Varyon gave him an affirming nod before tossing away the bloodstained bandage in his grasp.  He scanned the nearby rubble, searching for a replacement until he spied a crimson cloth dangling from a warped piece of metal. 
 
    Not thinking twice, Varyon reached forward and plucked the scarf out of the air, ready to use it as gauze for one of Remley’s many wounds.   However, that plan quickly changed.  The moment his skin touched the scarf, he felt a rush of energy by the likes he’d never seen.  It was as if sealed within that thin piece of fabric was the raging soul of an all-powerful warrior, a wanderer with twin blades... the soul of one of Eon’s legendary rogue celestials. 
 
    Without hesitating, Varyon grabbed the scarf and tucked it into his belt.  Now it was his turn to smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Sky Wolf Street Team 
 
      
 
    The ruins of Shadowreach, Eon 
 
      
 
    On the opposite end of Shadowreach, a very different situation had begun to develop.  A pair of adepts from the spider guild made their way through a rather desolate street, patrolling the walkway for any souls foolish enough to linger in the city’s shadows. 
 
    By now, most of the city’s inhabitants had been either captured, converted, or slain.  The few holdouts that remained were dwindling by the day, falling to the blades of dark guildlings or the gnashing teeth of darkbeasts.  However, a small group of adepts refused to give up the city so easily... 
 
    “Did you hear that?” one of the spider guild members muttered, pausing as he took a quick glance through the line of abandoned buildings. 
 
    “I think your damned nerves are just gettin to ya,” the other replied, rolling his eyes before motioning him along.  “There isn’t anything left in this city except the master’s beasts and a few -“ 
 
    The man’s words were cut short as a razor-thin line of wind energy came blazing out of one of the empty buildings, slamming into his throat and quickly taking away his ability to breathe, much less speak. 
 
    The dark guildling opposite him shot the man a perplexed look, oblivious to the silent strike he’d just absorbed.  Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be long before he received some pain of his own. 
 
    In the breath of a second, the second dark guild member fell to the ground as a bestial figure leapt onto his back and sunk its claws deep into the man’s flesh.  The first guild member turned, clutching at his throat as he watched his partner be torn apart by the muscled beast adept now clinging to him.  He tried to call out, tried to scream for help but his voice had been rendered all but useless by the wind energy that had damaged his throat.  Even worse, by the time he realized what was happening an attempt at escaping was all but futile... 
 
    The spider guild member turned on his heel, pausing as a second attacker rushed his flank and slammed a bone spire directly through his chest.  He gasped, eyes wide as he met his attackers' unfaltering gaze, as he felt his lifeblood pour out into the cold stone.  Then his eyes flittered and his soul left his body, destined to meet his god. 
 
    A mere breath passed before the second member of the spiders succumbed to his injuries, leaving the pair of attackers alone in the street.  One of them was a beast adept from another world and the other was a dread hunter with an arsenal of bone.  And in the shadows... 
 
    “You were supposed to leave one of them alive!” Leila growled, half-shouting and half-whispering as she emerged from a nearby broken window, wind aura still dancing across her knuckles.   
 
    Quinn sighed, releasing his bone spear with one hand before running his fingers through his thick beard.  “I was going for non-lethal Lei, but he was moving around too much.”  As he spoke, the dread hunter drew in his fallen opponent’s soul essence, bringing himself ever closer to his next rank. 
 
    “The debate will have to wait,” Kai interjected, morphing out of beast form.  “I smell more of em close by.” 
 
    “Then let’s snag one,” Leila said, raising a clenched fist into the air.  As she spoke, her dark passenger began to swirl around her form, making its way around her appendages like a black liquid before pausing at the base of her neck. 
 
    “There may be just a few too many to do that,” Kai replied, already on his way back to the nearby alleyway.  “Now let’s move.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the trio made their way back into hiding as the echo of footsteps began to reach their ears, dragging the bodies of the two downed spiders along with them.  During the fall of Shadowreach, each of the three adepts had found themselves in dire situations, though each of them found a way to evade captivity when the dark guilds moved in.  Leila and Quinn used the fall of Seline’s tower to mask their escape, fleeing into the slums as those damned spirikai tore their new home asunder.  However, they didn’t go unnoticed.  Tracking them with his supernatural senses was none other than Kai. 
 
    After reuniting, the three adepts fled to the shadows as the city fell to the dark guilds, eluding the waves of darkbeasts and dark guild intruders as they ransacked the city.  Unfortunately, their time was growing short and their resources scarce.  So, with the precision of a seasoned strike force the trio went hunting, taking down outliers in search of information on their missing companions.  
 
    “Hold here,” Kai whispered, peering through the cracked wall of a now-abandoned shop as an entourage of dark warriors marched down the broken pavement, a pair of ravenous darkbeasts in tow. 
 
    “You think they’re onto us?” Quinn asked, his voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “Doubtful,” Leila replied, eyes locked on the passing group.  “With the spiritual turmoil in this place it’d be almost impossible to track even a spirikai.”  It was true, all of the death, all of struggle and upheaval in the once-great city had begun to take on a form of its own, altering the atmosphere and making it nearly impossible for one to reach out with their spiritual sense.  It was almost like a palpable sense of chaos had replaced the once cool northern air.  And though it left Leila with an uneasy feeling of dread, it did allow her and the others to move around undetected. 
 
    Kai let out a grumble, nose twitching in the air as he used his beast senses to draw in the surrounding scents.  “It’s been days and I still haven’t picked up the scent of Roy or any of your compatriots.  Odds are that they’ve moved on by now.  That or...” The beast adept let his words linger in the air, unwilling to finish his sentence, to speak the ugly truth of what may very well have happened to Roy and the others. 
 
    Quinn sighed.  “For being a Justicar of your realm, your investigative skills are rather lacking.” 
 
    “I was a police officer,” Kai corrected.  “And a damn good one at that.” 
 
    Quinn smirked.  “Then tell me how you missed that?” 
 
    Kai’s gaze shifted beyond the troop of dark adepts, beyond the vile darkbeasts and the line of broken buildings to something else...  to a shining beacon of light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Untimely Interruptions 
 
      
 
    Blackstar’s Stronghold, the fallen city of Shadowreach 
 
      
 
    At the center of Shadowreach city in a jagged building made of darksteel and glass, the umbral council convened.  A large, round table sat at the center of a hollow room, surrounded by four shadowy apparitions representing the leaders of Eon’s dark guilds.  A fifth man stood in the flesh... Jeryn Blackstar, lord of spiders and new ruler of Shadowreach.  And hovering above them all, looming like a shadow ready to consume the realm was the avatar of Arachnifax, dark god of the veil. 
 
    Blackstar shifted his weight from one foot to the other, crossing his arms over his chest as he tried to exude an air of confidence.  After all, his recent actions were the largest steps any of them had taken in reclaiming the realm since the bounty of blades. 
 
    Slowly, Blackstar’s gaze shifted to the room’s center as the shadowy avatar lowered itself onto the table, allowing its power to blanket the room in a sign of sheer dominance.  However, the avatar remained focused on a single member of the umbral council... the spider guild leader himself. 
 
    “Jeryn Blackstar, it has become apparent that you’ve taken a great step in securing a stronghold for this council.  Speak.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Jeryn replied, his tone just smug enough to creep under the skin of his counterparts.  “The city of Shadowreach has been secured, in your honor of course.  In addition, the spirit magus, Argo Zael has been slain and the rebel, Seline Bonaduce has been captured.” 
 
    “You haven’t killed her?” one of the other guild leaders interjected, drawing a smirk from Jeryn. 
 
    “I don’t intend to waste valuable resources,” he replied, switching his focus the shadowy apparition.  “Unlike some of you, I have the ability to separate my personal hate of the Bonaduce clan with the practicality of having such a high profile prisoner on hand.” 
 
    “Fool spider,” another guild leader snorted, throwing his shadowy arms into the air.  “You failed to end the Bonaduce line once before.. yet now you suddenly think it’s a good time to keep one around?!” 
 
    “Don’t you dare try to mock me!” Blackstar roared, allowing his shadow aura to flare despite his powerful company.  “The Thousand-legged Spiders have slain more Bonaduce than any of you can lay claim to!” 
 
    “Enough,” the Arachnifax avatar said, drawing all of the energy out of the room with a single spoken word.  “Jeryn Blackstar has done enough to earn this gamble.  We cannot lay claim to Eon without taking some chances.”  The avatar paused, returning his gaze to Jeryn.  “And if Blackstar fails then he will pay the appropriate price.  But for now, we must-“ 
 
    Suddenly, the walls shook as a burst of energy erupted somewhere outside the building, bringing the god avatar to an abrupt pause... a pause that was followed by an uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “What was that?” the avatar finally kissed, centering its gaze on Blackstar.  Despite the energy was burst being felt throughout the room, Jeryn Blackstar was the only one that was actually present in physical form. 
 
    The spider guild leader began to respond, but a second blast of energy quickly stole his attention, rattling the walls and causing the spiritual apparitions of his fellow guild leaders to shutter.  A breath later, all eyes shifted to the shadow adept, causing an uncomfortable heat to build on the back of the Blackstar’s neck. 
 
    “It appears things in Shadowreach may not be as secure as you let on, Lord Blackstar,” the Arachnifax avatar said.  “Perhaps we should adjourn so you can take care of these... annoyances.” 
 
    “Very well, my liege,” Blackstar replied, speaking through clenched teeth.   
 
    Slowly, the apparitions representing the other guild leaders faded, leaving only Jeryn Blackstar and the mighty Arachnifax avatar standing face to face.  Soon, the avatar began to fade as well, though it left Jeryn with a final statement.  “You assume you’ve done well spider, but don’t grow careless.  The price of failure does not diminish because of some ill-gotten gains.” 
 
    And like that, Jeryn Blackstar was once again alone, standing at the center of his darksteel structure as chaos erupted just beyond his doors.   
 
    With a scowl the spider lord threw his arm into the air, causing his long, black cloak to float behind him like living shadow.  Then he let his spirit aura erupt, filling the room with his dark energy as he made his way towards the door. 
 
    He worked too hard to claim this city, and he’d be damned if he let that slip through his fingers.   It was time to unleash the darkness once more. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Standoff at Landing Bay Seven 
 
      
 
    Shadowreach City, the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    Varyon Risen stood at the center of a torn sector of Shadowreach city, completely awestruck.  Moments ago, the temporal adept had held in his grasp a pristine, red cloth.  His intention was to use the garment as a simple bandage, a mere rag to help with Rem’s wounds.  However, once the piece of fabric had touched his flesh, its true power had been revealed. 
 
    Sealed within the threads of that scarf was the spirit of An’Habar, one of Eon’s mighty rogue celestials.  The creatures known as celestials were beings created by the gods, forged by starlight and used to exert their will on the mortal world.  For some time, the gods used the celestials as mighty tools, weapons even. That is until they deemed the creatures undisciplined and inefficient...  beasts unworthy to carry their name.  So, rather than allow their failures to roam Eon, the gods sealed their creations within trinkets, lavish garments, and other items, storing them away to be used as they saw fit.  However, even gods can grow careless and one such item found its way into the hands of the spirit magus Argo Zael... and now, to Varyon Risen. 
 
    The adept watched with amazement as the powers sealed within the garment cane to life, a power sealed so tightly and so intricately that it was nearly undetectable to his spiritual sense.  His gaze lingered on the scarf as it spun through the air, wrapping itself around the neck of a being comprised of starlight.  He watched the mighty celestial come to life and marveled as the beast’s power rippled through the fallen city, sending everyone and everything into chaos... 
 
    This was their chance.  It was time to escape! 
 
    “By the gods!” Remley said, awestruck at the dual-wielding celestial that had just arisen in Varyon’s wake.  “How did you-“ 
 
    “I don’t know,” Varyon interrupted.  “I just picked up the scarf and I felt something pulling at my spirit.  I could feel it through my shackle even.  So, I... I embraced it.” 
 
    “Your brilliant!” Remley shouted, pulling on the edge of his hood to reveal a genuine smile spreading across his bruised face. 
 
    Varyon shrugged, averting his gaze back to the mayhem as the rogue celestial went on the offensive.  Brilliant?  No.  But resourceful?  Most certainly. 
 
    The cries of dark adepts echoed through the city sector as An’Habar tore through their ranks, rending flesh and removing appendages with its shining dual blades.  Some from the dark guilds showed glimmers of bravery as they hurled techniques at the celestial force, though many ran in terror, using whatever power they had to escape an unwelcome fate from An’Habar’s shimmering swords.   
 
    Many of the city’s prisoners used the opportunity to flee their captors, spirit shackles or not.  However, Remley and Varyon stayed put amongst the chaos, their eyes locked on a singular target...  their captor, Jekken Wilde. 
 
    Not to Varyon’s surprise, Jekken had distanced himself from the battle with the celestial, remaining just close enough to not earn himself the mantle of coward.  Perched upon a twisted piece of metal, the man had foolishly put his back to the pair as he oversaw the celestial’s rampage.  It was just the opportunity Varyon and Rem needed... and more importantly, the only one they would likely get. 
 
    Moving with the swiftness of a western Razorback, Varyon charged the would-be warden, scooping up a jagged piece of rock and taking aim at the back of the adept’s head.  He still didn’t have access to his spirit aura, but perhaps one strike... one solid strike would be enough to give them an opening and steal back their freedom. 
 
    Varyon vaulted onto the broken steel.  He focused all of his physical strength and launched himself at his captor.  He raised his jagged rock into the air... 
 
    And just as quickly, he found himself stopped mid-strike by Jekken Wilde. 
 
    “Big mistake,” the warden said as he turned to intercept Varyon, grabbing onto the man’s wrist and halting his momentum just inches from his flesh.   
 
    Desperate, Varyon coiled his legs and kicked out, trying to separate himself from the adept.  Instead, he was met with a vicious strike to his abdomen followed by a mighty slam that immediately knocked the air out of his lungs. 
 
    With a sadistic grin, Jekken leaned down and grabbed a handful of Varyon’s long black hair before hoisting him up to waist level.  “I’m going to enjoy carving up this pretty face of yours.” 
 
    Varyon simply replied by spitting a mouthful of blood into the man’s face.  Jekken scowled, sending a knee into the side of Varyon’s face and forcing him back to the ground.  The warden’s free hand moved to the blade strapped loosely across his back.  He raised the weapon into the air, taking aim at the temporal adept’s neck... 
 
    “No!” Remley shouted, leaping through the air and latching onto Jekken’s sword arm.  The pair struggled atop the debris, fighting for control of the weapon before a pulse of Jekken’s force aura loosened Remley’s grasp. 
 
    Like Varyon, Remley soon found himself beneath Jekken’s boot as the warden slammed him into the ground before kicking him in the ribs for good measure.  Varyon began to rise, but a quick shot from the hilt of Jekken’s sword caused his nose to crumble and his body to fold over once more in pain. 
 
    Irritated, the warden lifted his blade back into the air but Remley was there again, driving his shoulder into Jekken’s waist in an attempt to push him off balance.  Again and again, Varyon and Remley rose to their feet, only to be struck down by Jekken.  Still, they fought on, throwing punches, kicks, headbutts, bites, and whatever else they could muster... 
 
    An effort that was all for naught. 
 
    Without access to their spirit auras, Varyon and Remley were partaking in a fight they could not win.  And though they managed to inflict a bit of damage to their spiriteka opponent, the punishment they’d sustained was far worse. 
 
    Soon, the pair found themselves struggling to rise as their lifeblood swirled amongst the rubble and dirt.  Jekken, on the other hand, was relatively fresh, his borrowed blade now positioned squarely over Remley’s neck. 
 
    “You're a scrappy pair of bastards,” Jekken said.  “I’ll give you that.  But I’ve grown tired of kicking you around... now die!” 
 
    The blade came down in a flash, a perfectly placed strike meant to lob off the flame adept’s head.  Then... something happened.  A woman’s voice rang out in the distance, a visceral shout that could be heard through the clearing. 
 
    “Darkbeast skill, endless spear!” 
 
    Less than a breath later, an impossibly long beam of black energy tore through the air, piercing a hole in Jekken’s chest and halting his strike mere inches from Remley. 
 
    “What the...” were the only words Jekken managed to sputter before a second attack struck him in the neck, a trio of arrows forged entirely of bone. 
 
    Slowly, the grip on his stolen blade loosened as the warden fell to his knees, a trail of blood now adding to the already vibrant red of his stolen coat.  With his final breath, the warden glared at Remley as crimson lifeblood began to flood the gaps of his teeth.  Then he fell face-first into the ground, his spirit extinguished. 
 
    Moving with what little power they had, the pair sat up and gazed across the ring of rubble, staring at a very familiar trio.  
 
    “Leila...” Remley muttered, trying to blink the tears out of his eyes.  They were alive!  Her, Quinn and even that strange beast adept, Kai!  They were alive and they’d come for them... like stars refusing to dim amongst an endless night. 
 
    “We need to move,” Varyon said, interrupting the man’s thoughts as he helped hoist the adept to his feet.  Even with the beat down they’d sustained, the temporal adept’s resilience still managed to shine through. 
 
    “One second,” Remley replied, shifting so that he stood directly over Jekken’s corpse.  Moving with haste, the flame adept yanked his coat off the man’s body and retrieved his long, curved blade.  Then he gave him a firm kick, jostling the lifeless warden while simultaneously causing something in his own pocket to shift. 
 
    Quickly, Remley searched the pockets of his newly retrieved coat, only to produce a thin piece of metal decorated in dozens of intricately carved runes. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Varyon asked, a certain glimmer returning to the man’s pale, blue eyes. 
 
    Remley didn’t mouth a response, but instead pressed the device into the center of Varyon’s spirit shackle, disarming the collar and letting the man’s aura run free. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Varyon muttered, turning his gaze to the stars as he allowed his aura to envelop his body once more. 
 
    “It should be me your thanking,” Leila interjected, shooting Varyon a wink as she appeared at the man’s side.  “And not a moment too soon.  Damn, it looks like you guys were dragged through the Underworld.” 
 
    “More or less,” Remley replied, carefully adjusting the folds of his coat as his spirit shackle fell harmlessly to the ground.  “But we did manage to find that.” 
 
    Leila’s gaze shifted to the far left where the rogue celestial continued its rampage, drawing the attention of nearly every dark guild adept in the area.  However, it appeared that An’Habar’s reign was not to go unchecked. 
 
    Emerging from a darksteel structure near the city’s center was a shadow aura of unmatched strength.  Its power washed over the city streets, surrounding the celestial before manifesting into the form of a massive titan comprised of inky black energy.  Then without hesitation... the forces clashed. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Quinn urged as the two behemoths battled on in the distance, the sounds of their strikes filling the air like thunder. 
 
    “What a splendid idea,” Remley replied, wiping some of Jekken’s blood away from his coat.  “Though I do hope you have an escape route in mind.  I hadn’t quite gotten that far yet.” 
 
    Leila smirked.  “Oh, I’ve got just the thing for that.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments later, the group found themselves dashing through the war-torn streets of Shadowreach with a very specific destination in mind.  A feeling of renewal coursed through Varyon as his spirit aura returned to its normal ebb and flow, rejuvenating his body and easing the pain of his many wounds. 
 
    Ahead, the beast adept Kai acted as their guide, leading them through streets and alleys and avoiding outliers where they could.  And when they couldn’t Leila struck with ruthless precision, using her darkbeast techniques to quickly eliminate anyone unfortunate enough to find themselves in her way. 
 
    As they moved in and out of the shadows, Varyon couldn’t help but marvel at the spirit lancer.  Mere weeks ago she’d been afraid to call upon her dark passenger, hiding it beneath layers of runic bandages.  But now... now she wielded the thing with the expertise of a high-level adept trained in the ways of the darkbeasts.  Whatever sort of regiment she had undergone with that book of hers had paid dividends.  Why he was certain it was one of the largest power spikes he’d ever seen! 
 
    The group continued to make their way towards the city’s darkened alleys as the sound of battle began to grow distant.  Eventually, Remley made his way to Leila’s side as they quietly discussed their options.   
 
    “Have you seen the others?” he asked, his voice hardly a whisper. 
 
    “Earlier,” she replied.  “In the tower, before it fell.  I couldn’t find any sign of them afterward.  They must’ve...” 
 
    “They escaped,” Kai interjected.  “If Roy Skyworth was still in this city, I’d smell him.” 
 
    A small grin began to form on the corner of Remley’s lips.  “They’re on their way to the pinnacle then.” 
 
    Leila’s eyes widened.  “You sent them there?” she asked, her tone eluding to something far larger than them both.  “Honestly, I’m surprised you make such a gambit… given the circumstances.” 
 
    Remley nodded.  “Didn’t have much of a choice now, did I?  What of the others?  Have you seen Yoshiro?  Ezry?  Any of the other Bronze horns?” 
 
    Leila gave her head a solemn shake.  “No.  What of your sister?” 
 
    Remley winced as though he’d been struck by some invisible technique.  “She was in Argo Zael’s sky fortress when the city was attacked.  I saw a rift in the sky when it was destroyed and then the city was lost.  It’s evident the spirit magus fell, and if Argo was slain than I can only assume she’s fallen as well.  ...” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Leila replied, pain reflecting in her voice.  
 
    “Ah, no worries,” Remley continued, blinking tears out of his eyes.  “I’ve grieved for her once already.  What’s a second time.” 
 
    After that the group fell silent, traveling through the war-torn streets until they finally reached their destination... a massive vertical shipyard on the city’s western edge. 
 
    “You think The Blazing Fang’s still in there?” Remley asked, a glimmer of hope in his voice. 
 
    “She damned well better be,” Leila replied.  “She’s our best chance at getting out of here.  Kai, what d’ya got?” 
 
    The beast adept sniffed at the air, activating his enhanced senses.  “A lot of cat hair, a lot of blood… and a big, hairy bastard.” 
 
    “Just one?” Quinn asked as if he was disappointed.  “Then let’s take care of him and get out of this shit hole.” 
 
    “I concur,” Varyon added, drawing everyone’s gaze to the rear of the party.  “This place is shrouded in evil, and I’d rather not be reminded of the twisted path I once walked.” 
 
    Slowly, the group made their way into the tower-like structure housing the many airships stationed in Shadowreach.  Varyon surveyed the entrance room, eyeing the blood-stained walls and the cold, lifeless bodies of the felynes now strewn across the floor.  They’d once been stationed at the shipyard, charged with monitoring who came and went through the city’s skies.  It was clear now that the dark guilds saw little use for them. 
 
    Moving with caution, the five adepts navigated the vertical shipyard.  Each level they ascended provided a glimpse into a city that once was.  Abandoned airships sat on desolate platforms, their pilots and crews either dead or held captive, likely to never ride the open skies again. 
 
    Even worse were the scattered bodies of the dead felynes that continued to pile up.  It was clear that some of them had put up a fight as evidenced by the defensive wounds on their forearms and the dried blood beneath their claws.  However, many had been mutilated beyond recognition or dismembered in a most brutal fashion. 
 
    “Who the Hell would do this?” Kai muttered as he made his way up another set of stairs, leaving behind a rather sizable pile of bodies. 
 
    “There are those who dwell in the veil that are capable of acts far worse than this,” Varyon warned before sending up a silent prayer for the fallen. 
 
    After climbing another set of steps, the crew finally managed to reach their destination.  A vast hanger stood before them with a pair of landing pads on either side and a third in the center, each housing a unique airship. 
 
    Leila’s eyes immediately locked onto the ship docked on the hangar’s northern platform, the finely tuned aircraft that had carried her through the sky countless times before... the Blazing Fang. 
 
    “You fools ready to get out of here?” she asked as she made her way towards the platform, an eagerness in her step. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” a deep and unfamiliar voice replied, bringing her to a sudden halt.  The group turned only to find a new face standing in the doorway.  Covered in crimson armor and sporting spiked pauldrons, the behemoth of a man seemed to tower before them in the hangar’s entrance.  A long, braided beard hung down by his chest, accompanied by a necklace sporting the ears and fangs of well over a dozen felynes.  And in his grasp he held a mace, its bludgeoning end caked with blood. 
 
    “Who in Eon is this?” Leila muttered, unfamiliar with the behemoth in front of her.  Varyon on the other hand, knew all too well.  The man in front of them was a spirikai of the crimson hammer guild, a dark soul who reveled in messy kills and unnecessary violence... the berserker adept, Louis Von Dragonbane. 
 
    “I came up here to kill some kittens, but it looks like I found myself a treat.”  He licked his lips as his gaze fell on Leila, drawing a look of disgust from the woman.  “I hope you didn’t plan on leaving.” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Remley interjected, gesturing with a nonchalant shrug.  “We’re just up here admiring the view.” 
 
    Louis chuckled.  “Oh, it’s going to be fun to crack yer skull.  I love the cocky ones.” 
 
    Varyon placed a hand on Rem’s shoulder, preemptively charging his temporal aura.  “Be careful,” he warned.  “Once he gets going, this one is difficult to stop.” 
 
    Remley nodded.  “Then perhaps we’ll have to end this dance quickly.  Now ready yourself, because here he comes.” 
 
    Not a breath later, Louis began his charge across the room, raising his mace into the air as void aura formed around his grasp.  Then with a sudden massive swell of his spirit energy... he struck. 
 
    The berserker adept was on them in an instant, swinging his mace out wide and forcing the Sky Wolves to scatter.  Remley tried to step inside and parry, but the force of the mace slamming against his blade knocked him off his feet and sent him hurtling into the far wall. 
 
    Varyon attempted to step in and counter but Von Dragonbane proved to be as quick as he was strong, splitting the adept’s temporal sphere with a void empowered fist to the chin.  The blow rocked Varyon, lifting him off his feet and sending him sprawling as a thin line of blood began to form on his pale flesh. 
 
    “Get back!” Leila ordered, taking charge as she raised her spear in a defensive stance.  “Pick your shots.  We win this by fighting as a pack!” 
 
    The berserker adept chuckled as he took aim at Leila.  “You’ll only make it easier to paint these walls with your blood!”  In a flash Louis was in front of her, slamming his mace down as void aura pulsed from his muscles.  Leila instinctively brought her spear up to block, steeling herself against the attack of a much stronger opponent... 
 
    Then her dark passenger came to life. 
 
    It was as if the air was sucked from the room as Von Dragonbane’s mace connected with Leila’s spear.  Under normal circumstances, the woman should’ve crumbled beneath the weight of the spirika’s blow.  But this was no normal skirmish, and she was far more than just an average Spiriteka.  Swirling around her body was the liquid-black form of her dark passenger, clinging to her muscles and engulfing her body like a suit of living armor.   
 
    Amazingly Leila held her ground, digging her heels in as she staved off the blow before landing a glancing counter strike of her own.  It was simply remarkable... but by taming her divine power, her ancient power forged by the dark gods she had reached a level far beyond her rank.   Against all odds, Leila Aurora Rose was standing toe to toe with a spirika! 
 
    The sound of thunder filled the landing platform as the berserker adept began to pick up steam, slamming his mace into Leila’s defenses over and over, keeping the woman at bay and preventing her from going on the offensive.  However, he wasn’t fighting just Leila. 
 
    At the instant Louis tried to reset his stance, the others charged in.  Quinn who was still relatively fresh struck out with a manifested bone blade, slamming it into the crook of the man’s neck as Kai unleashed a hellish blow into the man’s opposite side with his divine axe.   
 
    Von Dragonbane roared in pain but the Sky Wolves didn’t relent.  Remley leapt back into the fray, driving his flaming blade into the top of the man’s head as Varyon delivered a kick to the back of his knee for good measure.   
 
    The berserker adept quickly crumbled under the weight of the assault, slamming into the floor as blood began to pool from the fresh wounds on his head.  In seconds, an air of victory began to wash over the group as the wolves circled their fallen opponent, moving in like a pack ready to finish their kill... that is, except for Varyon. 
 
    “Fall back!” The temporal adept shouted, all too familiar with how the berserker adept acquired his name.  Unfortunately, it was a split second too late. 
 
    With a roar, Louis Von Dragonbane sprung to his feet, swinging his mace wildly as spirit energy erupted from his form.  His eyes began to glow red and his armor tightened as the muscles beneath expanded.  And his face, once stricken with pain, now reflected a look far more sinister.  The real fight had begun... 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Berserker skill: Undying Rage 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    When Dragonbane struck again, his attack came twice as fast and twice as furious as it had before.  Varyon desperately tried to slow the strike with a pulse of temporal energy, but the berserker’s void energy cut straight through, slamming into Kai’s bicep and shattering the bones in his arm.  
 
    The beast adept’s divine weapon fell to the floor as he reached for his arm, unleashing a lion’s roar in response to the vicious blow.  Leila immediately responded by stepping in with a strike of her own, delivering a blow strong enough to cripple any lesser foe. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Darkbeast skill: Darkspear 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Louis Von Dragonbane was no simple foe.  Dark energy encapsulated the wind adept’s spear as it pierced the berserker’s chest plate, causing blood to flow over his crimson armor.  Dragonbane merely let out a growl in response, sliding forward onto the spear until he was close enough to grab Leila around the throat. 
 
    And then he began to squeeze. 
 
    “You bitch... your the little ringleader of this group, aren’t you?” Dragonbane spat, spewing blood and spittle across her cheek.  “Well, how about I make them watch you die first!” 
 
    Tears began to build in the corner of Leila’s eyes as the berserker adept squeezed on her windpipe.  Even with a spear in his chest, he’d be nigh unstoppable with his undying rage technique active.  No, the only thing that would be stopping him now was near-catastrophic damage.... and that was just something Leila couldn’t muster. 
 
    With sadistic joy reflecting in his gleaming red eyes, Dragonbane released his grip on Leila’s neck and flung her by her hair into the side of her airship.  Her body made a sickening thud as it smacked into the hull’s runic wood, then made a similar sound as she fell to the cold floor in a heap. 
 
    “I’m gonna smear your blood all over this place!” Dragonbane howled as he began charging in her direction, mace hefted onto his shoulder.  From the carnage on display in the building’s previous floors, it was clear the berserker enjoyed toying with his prey… and clearly, Leila would be no exception.  
 
    The sky wolves leapt in Dragonbane’s path as he made his way towards their leader, swinging their blades, launching techniques, and even latching onto his limbs as he made his way towards the wind adept.  However, only one of them truly knew what carnage awaited if the berserker reached his target… and that was Varyon. 
 
    The temporal adept felt like time had slowed, like he was watching things through a lens of his own temporal aura.  Quinn crumbled beneath Dragonbane’s mighty boot.  Remley was slapped aside like a rag doll.  Even Kai, who already suffered so much damage, tried to take his beast form before being pummeled back into the unforgiving floor.  Then Varyon’s gaze shifted to Leila, who had rolled beneath her airship that sat suspended by a series of chains and ropes.  What could he do?  How could he spare her from such relentless power?  He didn’t know... but he had to try. 
 
    Desperate, the temporal adept leapt in Dragonbane’s path.  He steeled himself, channeling all of his spirit aura, all of his divine aura into a single clenched fist and launched it at Dragonbane’s chin... 
 
    He barely managed to stagger him. 
 
    “Fool,” Dragonbane growled before delivering a vicious mace strike to Varyon’s abdomen, forcing the man to fold over in pain for what seemed to be the hundredth time today.  With a trail of bodies behind him, the berserker had finally cleared a path to the wind adept.  Now all he had to do was deliver on that threat and spread her insides across the landing dock... 
 
    Very suddenly, that plan changed. 
 
    The berserker’s eyes went wide as he locked his gaze back on Leila.  She was still positioned beneath her ship, her face twisted in pain… but in her hand, she wielded a small, intricate sphere... the control sphere to the Blazing Fang. 
 
    “Burn,” Leila uttered as she activated the sphere, bringing the ship’s engines to life.  Less than a breath later the massive exhaust ports on the ship’s rear began to breathe fire.  Blue light poured from the large metal cylinders, enveloping the berserker in smoke and flames hotter than the worldstar itself. 
 
    Several seconds passed before Leila finally cut the engine.  She watched with trepidation as the smoke began to clear, unsure if she’d done little more than prolong her doom.  After all, she hadn’t heard a scream nor a roar of defiance, only silence as Dragonbane had been consumed by her ships flame.  Perhaps he was just waiting or the smoke to clear, biding his time before he ripped her limbs off with his bare hands.  Or perhaps... 
 
    Once again tears began to swell in Leila’s eyes as the smokescreen faded and her view of the landing bay returned.  It wasn’t because of the berserker... no, his rage had reached its limit along with his body, melted to his very core until only armor and bone remained.   
 
    No, what caught her eye was the sight beyond her fallen adversary.  Rising to their feet were her companions, her men, her Sky Wolves.  Quinn, Remley, Kai, Varyon... each of them wore fresh scars of battle, scars earned trying to stop the berserker from reaching her.  And though they were beaten down, she could still see that glimmer in their eyes, the flame that burned brighter than any spirit fire on Eon.  They would never back down, no matter how grave the threat. 
 
    They truly were the greatest guild in the realm. 
 
    “Well, now that we got that out of the way perhaps it’s time we go find Kimoura and Royboy,” Remley suggested, grinning through the pain.   
 
    Leila chuckled, feeling more alive than she had since before the city’s fall.  “Let’s do it,” she replied, manipulating her control sphere and opening the ship’s side entry.   
 
    After a moment of gathering themselves and absorbing Dragonbane’s truly massive cloud of soul essence, the crew made their way into the Blazing Fang’s hull.  However, they were soon met with another revelation. 
 
    “Old man?” Remley muttered, stunned by the sight before him.  Sitting quietly in a meditative stance at the hull’s rear was Yoshiro, eyes closed and spirit aura fully masked.  “We’re you-“ 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you for far too long,” the old adept interjected, grimacing as he took stock of the group. 
 
    “Waiting?!” Leila roared back.  “Waiting?  You could’ve damn well been helping us!  We almost died a moment ago!” 
 
    “And yet, here you are.,” he replied.  “Now hurry on.  I told you I didn’t want to come to this city and look what happened.  Now it’s time that we’re going.” 
 
    Leila shook her head as she made her way to the captain’s chair.  Perhaps he was right, but she’d never admit to that outright.  Instead, she’d turn her gaze to the open skies... 
 
    It was time to reunite the Sky Wolves.  It was time to head to the pinnacle. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Wrath watched with mild interest as blazing lines of spirit energy tore through the air above.  His superior, Lord Blackstar had gained an upper hand in the battle against the rogue celestial, but it would likely be some time before that bothersome creature was finally defeated.   
 
    Perhaps if he gave his lord a hand then they could extinguish its soul far more quickly.  And yet, something else was pulling at him... a nagging feeling like something had managed to escape his grasp. 
 
    On a whim, Wrath turned his head only to see a light fading in the distance.  In the daylight it was hard to recognize but Wrath was sure of it... amidst the mayhem, someone had fled the far end of the city in an airship.  But wasn’t Dragonbane clearing that sector?  Could someone have overpowered him? 
 
    With a grimace, Wrath rose to his feet and peered out as far as his singular eye would let him.  Something about that fleeing airship was calling to him... a strange feeling, like something slipping through his grasp.  Had they lived?  Varyon and the others?  His crew had spent days searching for their bodies, eager to claim the divine power that flowed through his flesh.  And yet, they’d found nothing. 
 
    “Is this your doing?” Wrath asked, turning his gaze to the heavens as if he were speaking to one of the gods themselves.  Perhaps it was.  Or perhaps the man who’d once stolen his lord’s favor was once again the catalyst of his issues. 
 
    No, he wasn’t going to allow that to happen.  He would not allow Varyon to slink away into the shadow, not with what he’d taken from the guild, from him! 
 
    Blackstar would have to handle things in his absence for the time being... for Wrath had business to take care of.  He would tail his prey once more and if Varyon Risen was on that ship… then by the gods, he was going to absorb his soul! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The Soul Gazer at Yuna Lake 
 
      
 
    The Western reaches, the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    The western winds blew through Roy Skyworth’s disheveled ebony locks, bringing a grin to his scruffy face.  Several days had passed since he and the others had run for their lives in valemorrow swamp, and several more days of travel lied ahead of them... Still, Roy could feel his confidence growing with each leg of the journey. 
 
    Under the light of the worldstar, he and the others had made excellent time, often utilizing his cryofox as a swift and powerful mount.  He’d even managed to strengthen his spirit aura, using it to fight off the constant stream of beasts and bandits that got in their way.  In fact, he was quite certain that a bit more soul essence would push him over the edge to rank four, a feat that would nearly put him on par with Leila and at a level beyond his mentor, Remley (or at least, he hoped)!   
 
    With that said, the trials of starlight were quite different.  As night fell, the group sought shelter in whatever way they could, often hiding in trees or taking shelter in shallow caves as the darkbeasts laid claim to the darkness.  Some nights were more difficult than others... especially those spent without sleep as they fled for their lives.  However, as their ability to mask their spirits strengthened, so did their ability to survive in the veil. 
 
    Eventually, the group of adepts made their way westward, distancing themselves from the horrors of the valemorrow and the devastation of Shadowreach city.  They navigated the Blackwood forest and passed through the Nassir plains, eventually arriving at a small fishing town on the edge of a large, crystal-blue lake. 
 
    “Do you smell that?” Kimoura said as the four of them drew near, perking up as the scent of fresh-baked bread reached her nose. 
 
    “I sure as Hell do,” Roy grumbled, gripping his stomach as it let out a fierce growl.  On the road, the adepts had been forced to eat whatever they could make do with.  Some days that meant dining on beast meat from a nearby capture, while other days it meant getting by on whatever scraps or berries they could muster.  Still, neither compared to the delectable nature of a finely crafted, home-cooked meal. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll… well, do you think they’ll welcome us?” Kimoura asked, turning to Zyr.  Even though the chimera adept remained mostly hidden in his oversized cloak, he was still a fearsome sight to take in, especially if the locals proved to be less than hospitable. 
 
    “If they don’t, we could always slay them and take their provisions for ourselves like the warlords of old!” Jakki interjected.  “We could be legendary... legendary warlords even!” 
 
    “Or we could treat them civilly and perhaps they will return that behavior in kind,” Kimoura replied as she ruffled the Felyne’s fur. 
 
    Zyr scoffed at the notion.  “When that one was created his violent tendencies were bred into his very nature.  You won’t be able to sway him otherwise.” 
 
    Kimoura shot the chimera adept a quick glare, then averted her gaze back to Jakki.  Using care, she reached beneath the creature’s chin and scratched until he began to purr.  “We’ll see.” 
 
    With little in the way of options and trapped in a perpetual state of hunger, the group began their trek towards the village.  Roy wasn’t quite sure what to expect out of the remote little fishing town, but he figured their worst-case scenario would involve using Zyr’s intimidating looks to leverage a bit of food out of the locals.  It almost made him chuckle, actually.  In his past life, he would’ve scoffed at such manipulation.  But given their situation and the dog eat dog nature of Eon, he was beginning to realize that he had to do what was necessary to survive. 
 
    As they drew closer, Roy quickly realized just how simple this little village was.  No walls or intricate runes were guarding them against darkbeast attacks, no guards, or lookout posts that he could see.  Instead, what lied before him was merely a grouping of small, wooden houses and buildings.  Beyond those sat a larger structure built of from thicker, sturdier pieces of wood and beyond that was a simple dock positioned on the edge of the lake.  Hell, the place looked almost... peaceful. 
 
    “The aura signatures resonating in this village are almost unnoticeable,” Zyr said from beneath his cowl.  “We could likely march right in and take what we need right out of their clutches.” 
 
    “No,” Roy said, his natural sense of justice swelling to the forefront. “We speak with them first.  We only take if it becomes a matter of life and death... besides if things go south, we still have the cat to eat.” 
 
    Jakki’s eyes went wide, though his expression softened as he heard Kimoura begin to giggle.  “He’s joking, right?” The felyne asked.  “Someone please tell me he’s joking.” 
 
    “I’d sure hope so,” a soft voice said, startling Roy so much that he involuntarily let his spirit flare.  Mere seconds ago, they stood alone on the outskirts of the village, but not anymore.  Standing in their presence was a petite young woman with hair the color of sunlight and azure eyes that carried an almost supernatural allure.  She wore a simple dress the accentuated her delicate features and stood barefoot in the spiky grass.  Roy couldn’t sense a single shred of spiritual power resonating in her, yet the woman seemed to carry a sense of calm with her along with a disarming smile that was enough to turn even a darkbeast away. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Name- Avery Auseneca 
 
    Unranked 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Yuna Lake,” the young woman said, shooting a wink in Roy’s direction as he dismissed his spirit scan from his vision. 
 
    “Th-thanks,” the void adept replied, unsure of how to even respond.  It was as if the woman had simply appeared out of nowhere, unconcerned about their presence in the slightest. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Kimoura interjected, stepping forward and giving the woman a deep bow.  “We’ve been traveling for days and would humbly request any provisions you may be able to offer, perhaps in exchange for-“ 
 
    “You’re hungry?” the woman asked, interrupting the light adept’s formal request. 
 
    “Well... yes,” Kimoura replied, unable to hide the low grumble in her stomach.   
 
    “Then come and eat,” the woman said, lacing her fingers in Kimoura’s before guiding her into the village. 
 
    Roy shrugged then began to follow the pair of women, Jakki and his cryofox in tow.  However, Zyr stood his ground, a perplexed look strewn across his chimeric face. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Zyr growled, forcing the others to pause and turn.  “A group of adepts walk into your village undeterred and you merely welcome them in?  You have no defenses?  You’re not afraid of us... of me?”  
 
    Avery turned, releasing Kimoura’s hand before walking up to Zyr and placing her fingertips on his twisted body.  “Why would I be afraid when I have nothing to fear.” 
 
    Zyr grimaced.  “My appearance doesn’t frighten you?” 
 
    Avery merely giggled before turning back towards the village.  “I see with my soul, not with my eyes old one.  Now come and I’ll see that you're fed.” 
 
    Roy went wide-eyed as he watched the bizarre exchange.  Then he shifted his gaze to Zyr who wore an equally perplexed look. 
 
    “What the Hell just happened?” The void adept asked. 
 
    Zyr shrugged.  “I’m not certain.” 
 
    “Should we go?” 
 
    Zyr shrugged again.  
 
    Then, amidst their confusion and uncertainty, they entered the lakeside village. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After spending just a short time at Yuna Lake, Roy realized that they were in anything but danger.  The people of the village were what Roy deemed a rather wholesome folk, living off the land and enjoying lives free of Eon’s constant strife.  None of the villagers possessed any sort of spiritual power, which kept them relatively safe from the veil (though they did have a small underground shelter... just in case). 
 
    What Roy found strange about the place though was the village’s unsung leader, the beautiful woman known only as Avery.  She didn’t possess the qualities one would normally associate with tribal leadership... she wasn’t fierce, nor was she callous or domineering.  Instead, the woman appeared gentle and calm, appealing to her fellow villagers’ requests and offering gentle guidance to those that spoke with her. 
 
    Eventually, Roy and the others found themselves in the confines of her humble little home, a structure built of wood and earth and decorated with colorful garments.  As promised, the woman served them Eon’s equivalent of bread, though it was softer and a bit sweeter than its earthen counterpart.  Afterward, Avery built a small fire in her hearth, tossing in a handful of blood-red petals and filling the room with a scent similar to lavender. 
 
    Though Roy was thankful for the slight reprieve, he still couldn’t look past what Zyr had mentioned earlier... how this village, how all of it felt so... strange. 
 
    “Why are you helping us?” he finally asked, drawing a look of surprise from Kimoura. 
 
     merely grinned, placing a hand on his thigh and giving it a soft squeeze.  “Because... we are all given choices that shape our destiny.  You chose to enter my village, crossing our paths and entwining our destinies.  That left me with a choice... a choice to help you or to turn you away.  As you can see, I chose to lend you aid, thus affecting not only my destiny but yours as well.” 
 
    Zyr sighed.  “Your speaking in riddles, woman.  Say what you mean.” 
 
    Avery giggled.  “I'm sorry, but I know no other way to speak.  It is the way of the soul gazers.” 
 
    Immediately Kimoura’s eyes went wide and Zyr’s face formed into a scowl.  However, Roy paid them little mind.  Instead, he turned his gaze to the information appearing in his spirit scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Soul Gazer 
 
    A non-adept who claims to have a special yet unseen connection to the spiritual realm.  Many claim they have the ability to view one’s very soul, and some even say they can see the threads of destiny themself.  However, none of these abilities have actually been confirmed, thus leading many adepts to dub them false prophets. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Spirit witch!” Zyr growled, eyeing Avery with newly found suspicion.  “You manipulate truths and pretend to hold power to make up for that which you cannot claim.” 
 
    Roy’s jaw nearly fell to the floor and Kimoura let out an audible gasp, but Avery merely smiled. 
 
    “I’ve been called far worse... a liar, a fraud, a heretic.  And yet, that does not diminish the power that I wield.  Just because you cannot see it does not mean it’s not there.” 
 
    Zyr crossed both his human and spider appendages in front of his chest before shooting the woman a smug look.  “Spiritual power comes from spirit energy.  I’ve dissected at least a thousand creatures and that fact always stays the same.” 
 
    Avery raised a brow.  “So, you’re a man of science?  But then you’ve always been, haven’t you?” 
 
    It was Zyr’s turn to furrow his brow.  “What are you getting at?” 
 
    Avery merely gave the adept a soft smile.  “Why, I speak of your past.  Despite your spiritual prowess, you spent many days in your laboratory, creating potions and elixirs that vastly improved the lives of your guildmates.  You were respected, appreciated, even considered handsome by many... that is, until the accident.” 
 
    Roy looked over at Zyr, whose postured had completely changed.  It was almost as if the man had begun to wilt where he stood, sinking into a nearby chair as the soul gazer spoke.  Regardless, she continued. 
 
    “You went too far, didn’t you?  You tried to use the blood and flesh of spirit beasts, you tried to splice their abilities onto the human form.  Except... except it didn’t go as planned.  The experiment succeeded, but it changed you.  Your guild called you a monster.  Your respect was replaced with anguish.  And then...” 
 
    “I was exiled,” Zyr said, finishing the woman’s sentence.  “How?  How could you know such things?” 
 
    Avery reached up and touched the chimera adept’s cheek.  “As I said noble adept, not all power can be seen or understood.” 
 
    The mood in the room had suddenly grown somber, shifting with the dying embers of Avery’s fire.  Zyr, who has been highly critical of the soul gazer, now seemed lost in a deep self-reflection.  Kimoura seemed enamored with the woman as well, drawn in by both her mysterious power and almost supernatural beauty.  Even Jakki, the often talkative Felyne seemed caught up in the soul gazer’s mysticism.  However, her azure eyes had now become completely  fixated on Roy. 
 
    “You haven’t said much since your arrival.  Are you unsettled?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the void adept replied, straightening his posture. 
 
    Avery nodded.  “Ah, then perhaps it’s your future that has you troubled then.” 
 
    Roy leaned forward in his seat.  “Wait, what d’ya mean troubled?  I didn’t say-“ 
 
    “You didn’t have to,” Avery interjected, her tone suddenly shifting.  “The threads of destiny pull on your soul harder than any I’ve seen before.  It appears the eyes of the gods have fallen on you...” 
 
    “What the Hell does that mean?” Roy growled, losing focus of his surroundings.  Slowly, the room around him began to shift, melting away before his eyes until just he and Avery were floating in what appeared to be an endless starscape. 
 
    “Your arms are trapped in the jaws of two mighty dragons,” Avery continued, floating towards Roy before placing her palms on his cheeks.  “A dragon of fire and a dragon of ice... they pull you in opposite directions, threatening to tear you asunder.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide.  A dragon of fire... he could only assume that was the dragon god Bahamut.  But ice?  Was she referring to- 
 
    “Soon, you will need to make a choice,” Avery said, interrupting his thoughts.  “In your past life, you chose duty over love.  Now in Eon, you’ve fully embraced your love for another.  But soon you’ll be faced with a similar choice.  The dragon of flame pulls you towards a path of duty, a path that could ensure the survival of millions.   However, the path of the ice dragon offers you the chance at love that you so rightfully deserve, but at an immeasurable cost to the realm.” 
 
    Roy’s nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed.  “No, no… damn you!  How dare you try to put something like that on me!  I’ve already been killed once.  I lost my daughter, my wife, everything!  Now I have a second chance to do things right.  I’ve developed a connection with Kimoura stronger than anything I’ve ever felt, and you're telling me I have to give that up to what?  Save a world that’s done it’s damnedest to rip me apart at every turn?  No, damn you and damn that very notion!” 
 
    Avery gave Roy a slow nod, sliding her hands down to his bare shoulders.  It was in that moment the void adept realized neither of them wore clothing any longer, their bodies laid bare to the stars.   
 
    Floating naked and alone in the vastness of space, Avery pulled her body into his.  “So, it’s love you’ll choose?  Then I pray the realm finds another way to escape the darkness, and that you find a way to escape the sorrow that lies in your path...” 
 
    Suddenly the starlight around them grew brighter, blinding Roy’s vision and drowning out the protests he couldn’t seem to force from his lips.  And just like that... it was over. 
 
    Roy blinked, only to find himself lying atop a simple woven blanket.  He was no longer floating amongst the stars, nor was he in the company of the exotic soulgazer.  No, pressed against his body was the dozing form of Kimoura. 
 
    “Roy... you ok?” she asked, dozing in and out of sleep.   
 
    He nodded slowly, trying to adjust to his surroundings.  “Y-yeah.... but what happened.  Where are we?” 
 
    Kimoura raised her head off his chest and gave him a puzzled look as blue-green hair fell into her face.  “What do you mean?  Avery and her clan gave us a place to rest for the night.” 
 
    “N-no darkbeasts?” Roy muttered, his mind still jarred from the ordeal. 
 
    Kimoura frowned.  “Jakki and Zyr collected some nearby resources.  They managed to throw together a temporary rune to mask our auras for the night.  You were there.  Roy... are you ok?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” Roy lied before resting his head back on the blanket.  In truth, his mind was racing.  Had his conversation truly happened?  And why did his memory of the previous night feel like such a blur, like he was wading through an inescapable fog within his mind’s eye? 
 
    “Are you sure?” Kimoura prodded.  Before Roy could respond, she shifted her weight atop of him, aligning her face with his own.  Suddenly, his confusion began to melt away as he felt her body pressed into his.  He could feel the firmness of her muscles, the softness of her breasts, the gentle touch of her hair on his face that reminded him of lilacs and morning dew.  
 
    In that instance, he let go of all the confusion, all of the fear, and allowed himself to fully embrace the moment.  And for at least a brief period of time... all seemed right in the realm. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    When Roy awoke the next morning, he found himself oddly renewed.  His body was fresh, his mind was clear and his spirit churned inside him like a dormant tempest ready to be unleashed.  The others seemed equally rejuvenated, thankful for a night of rest without the worry of waking up in the jaws of a darkbeast.  However, despite his rest, one thing was still nagging at the void adept’s mind... had he truly spoken with Avery the night previous? 
 
    When she entered the room his answer quickly became apparent. 
 
    The soul gazer walked in, moving with grace as her sunlight hair flowed over the straps of her simple dress.  As she strode by her gaze met Roy’s and for the briefest of moments, he felt like he was frozen in time.  In that look they shared he learned everything that he needed to know.  Whether she had invaded his dreams or if they’d actually spoken didn’t matter, but what she had said... well, it was most certainly the truth.  Soon a choice would lie before him, one that would have implications far greater than he could fathom… and he had no idea how to make it. 
 
    “We ready to get goin?” Kimoura asked, stretching her arms as light aura danced from her fingertips to her shoulders. 
 
    “Yes!” Jakki replied.  “Adventure, peril and imminent danger await!”  The felyne had undergone a bit of a personal transformation since they’d departed Shadowreach.  Sure, he still had the innate desire to witness bloodshed that had been bred into his very cells, but he’d also come to appreciate some of life’s finer things... thrilling adventure, delicious food and good company. 
 
    After taking a few moments to collect themselves, the group of adepts followed Avery to the outskirts of the village, bidding her a very bittersweet fair well.  In fact, the group’s tone had even grown somber, leading the void adept to believe that he wasn’t the only one touched by the woman’s strange powers. 
 
    As Roy and Kimoura began to gallop away atop the back of his cryofox, he turned and met the light adept’s gaze.  “Last night, did she-“ 
 
    “Shhhhhh,” Kimoura interrupted, pressing a pair of fingers up to Roy’s lips.  “Zyr may be a skeptic, but my master was a firm believer in the power of the soul gazers.  He always said that their words, whether they pertain to your past, present, or future, are for your ears and yours alone. 
 
    Roy sighed.  “But what if I don’t like what she said?” 
 
    Kimoura smiled at him, masking another emotion that she wasn’t quite ready to show.  “Then you tell destiny that you have other plans, and you fight like Hell to make them happen.” 
 
    It was Roy’s turn to smile, unable to help but admire the strength in the woman’s response.  “Well, that’s just what I plan on doing.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Of Premonitions and Dragon Gods 
 
      
 
    Bahamut’s Observatory, above the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    Zekefreid the Sky Shadow stood atop Bahamut’s observatory, a look of astonishment written onto the herald’s pale, angular face.  “Bahamy, are you seeing this?” 
 
    From atop his shimmering onyx perch, the dragon god Bahamut let out the slightest of bellows, causing Zekefreid to shake so violently that he nearly fell off his platform and into the endless black. 
 
    With a smirk, Zeke adjusted his posture and straightened his lavish cloak.  “Forgive me, almighty dragon god, lord of the stars, skies, and so on and so forth.  But pleeeeaaase, tell me you see what I’m seeing.” 
 
    The dragon god narrowed his eyes, manipulating the translucent control panel in front of him until a vision appeared in the observatory’s portal... a vision of Roy and the others making their trek across Eon. “So, the outsider makes his way to the ivory castle with unlikely allies at his side.  But what of the others...” Bahamut shifted the controls once more, bringing up a vision of an airship tearing through the clouds.   
 
    Zekefreid grinned.  “There they are.  The martyr, the judge, and oh, even the lass with the darkbeast powers made it out!” 
 
    “The deviant...” Bahamut said, his starlit gaze studying the group intently. In truth, the dragon god held far more interest in the coming days than he had in many moons.  His followers were en route to the ivory castle, a place the mortals often referred to as… the pinnacle. 
 
    Sitting high atop one of the realm’s tallest mountains, the pinnacle served as a monument to some of Bahamut’s most devout followers.  In the second age, it served as a fortress to his son, the Demi-god Barahget.  From the pinnacle, Barahget waged his father’s war against the forces of darkness, eventually allying with the other dragon gods and forming a mighty council of claws.  Soon, the second age came to an end and the remaining Demi-gods were called back to the heavens, leaving the mortals to carry on their struggle against the veil.  However, Barahget’s ivory castle remained, shrouded in wind and snow. 
 
    The third age rolled on and those who knew the location of the pinnacle were lost to memory, turning the once great fortress into a mere legend.  As time passed, a resilient guild of warriors known as the steel brotherhood began to explore the vast unknown, in search of a way to put a permanent end to the threat of the veil.  That is when one of their scouts discovered it... covered in ice and snow, the ivory castle, the hall of the council of claws... the pinnacle. 
 
    The brotherhood scouts rushed back to the guildhall with information regarding the pinnacle’s whereabouts, sharing it with the Bonaduce family in hopes that the secrets sealed within could sway the balance of power between light and dark.  Then came the bounty of blades and the fall of the brotherhood. 
 
    The knowledge of the pinnacle was nearly lost... except the patron of the brotherhood, Tiberius Bonaduce, passed along the location of the pinnacle to his heirs.  They carried that knowledge with them, skeptical of its existence as they sought to find ways to survive on their own.  However, left with no other options and desperate to save the lives of his friends, the youngest Bonaduce, Remley sent his companions on a path to the ivory castle hidden in the mountains…. A risky gambit from the man in red. 
 
    “My benevolent lord of flame, would you mind scrolling to the east just a bit?” Zekefreid requested, peering through the portal as it followed the airship slicing through the clouds. 
 
    Bahamut nodded then manipulated a dial on his translucent panel, shifting their view eastward.  There, hidden beneath a layer of shadow, another group was making its way through Eon’s skies. 
 
    “It appears the disciples of darkness make their way to the ivory castle as well,” Bahamut bellowed. 
 
    “And that’s good?” Zekefreid asked. 
 
    Bahamut nodded, causing a sudden turbulence in the air around him.  “When the outsider arrives at the pinnacle he will face a grave challenge and suffer deep losses, but through those challenges, he will find the conviction needed to become one of my greatest followers... 
 
    “He’s destined to be your next champion, then?” Zekefreid suggested, a wry grin forming on his face. 
 
    Bahamut merely blinked, giving Zekefreid the ever slightest form of acknowledgment.  “History will be written in the ivory castle once more and when the dust settles... the age of dragons will begin anew.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Wrath’s inky black cloak danced in the wind as he soared over Eon, the city of Shadowreach now a mere memory at his back.  As crazy as it was, the shadow adept had left the city in pursuit of a rogue airship that made its escape during An’Habar’s rampage... an airship that he was certain carried the traitor Varyon Risen. 
 
    The fates of Wrath and Varyon seemed destined to cross, regardless of their allegiance.  During Wrath’s siege of the Steel Brotherhood, Varyon had stood as one of the last remaining defenders of the guild.  Foolishly, Wrath had underestimated the man and for that, he lost his eye.  However, the shadow adept repaid Varyon by running him through with his sword… but not before the fledgling adept had caught the eye of Jeryn Blackstar. 
 
    Soon Varyon was revived, brought back from the underworld by the undying wraith... a divine power that Wrath thought he himself would receive.  Afterward, Varyon’s mind was erased and his natural prowess was put to use as Jeryn sought to mold him into the perfect killer.   
 
    Wrath found himself resentful of the dark guild’s rising star.  In fact, he found joy in seeing the man killed and resurrected... the anguish, the deterioration of Varyon’s mind each time the wraith brought him back. And yet, to see such power wasted on a mere spirin... 
 
    As time passed, Varyon’s abilities grew and his unwavering loyalty to the spider guild was quickly cemented.  Even sooner was his position solidified as Blackstar’s protege... that is, until he crossed paths with Remley Bonaduce. 
 
    Soon his allegiance was reverted.  And as quickly as Varyon came, he was just as soon marked for death by the spider guild, now an exile of the darkness.  Wrath saw this as a chance to return to prominence in the spider guild, to reclaim his spot beside Blackstar as his rightful second.  And he had, but to Wrath, something felt... different, as if somehow their relationship had been soured.  The thousand-legged spiders were a cutthroat organization, and Jeryn liked to keep his underlings firmly under his boot... but Wrath was different!  He was fiercely loyal.  He was Blackstar’s confidant, and yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t more than a mere failure away from losing everything.   
 
    Was that truly the things were supposed to be?  Were the dark gods truly that foolish that they’d see their own followers eradicated on a whim? 
 
    Ultimately, Wrath resigned to believe that as his truth... that he would give everything he had to the darkness only to one day succumb to it.   
 
    With no other way forward, Wrath continued his duties, tracking Varyon and the others to Shadowreach before aiding in the city’s ultimate takeover.  Much to his displeasure, he joined the spirikai of the allied dark guilds and led an assault that left death and destruction in his wake.  And after that... he was once again relegated to the bottom of Blackstar’s boot.  But as the lord of the spider guild was tasked with another threat, Wrath saw something... he felt something.   
 
    As Blackstar and his umbra titan squared off against the rogue celestial, Wrath felt a sort of out of body sensation, a premonition.  At that instance, he turned his gaze away from the battle and peered towards the skies where a lone airship fled the fallen city.   
 
    Some would consider such a thing mere fool’s luck, but Wrath knew it was something else... he felt it in his bones.  One of the dark gods had granted him this vision, had given him this opportunity to prove himself, to hunt down Varyon and the other escapees and show his worth to their cause.  So, without question, without word to his illustrious lord Blackstar, Wrath fled the city and went on the hunt. 
 
    The shadowy wings of Wrath’s spirit summon fluttered in the cold northern air as it carried him through a patch of clouds, its beak splitting the thickets of moisture as it cut through the sky like a blade.  The shadow Phoenix, Wrath’s newly acquired spirit summon was proving to be quite efficient in trailing the airship, though it provided little protection from the elements as it soared. 
 
    Grimacing, Wrath surrounded his body in a shadowy aura cloak as the chill northern wind battered his flesh.  He’d have to stop soon, to ease the drain on his aura and warm his bones.  As much as he detested it, he would need to rest. 
 
    “You’re not slowing down, are you shadow boy?” 
 
    Wrath shifted his gaze to the left where Jeska of the shadow tigers guild soared beside him, her legs straddled atop her summoned manticore mount.  Despite her attitude, Jeska possessed a sort of fatal attraction to Wrath.  During veil training regiments, she would often seek out the man for skirmishes... among other things.  It seemed that everything she did to the man walked a thin line of violence and lust.  It was both infuriating and intoxicating, so much so that he often considered dismissing the woman for good.  However, when he realized she had followed him out of Shadowreach, he couldn’t help but allow himself a bit of company... 
 
    After all, even dark adepts got lonely. 
 
    “I’m not slowing, I’m merely trying to keep pace with one of the fastest airships on Eon,” Wrath replied, refusing to show the woman a shred of weakness. 
 
    Jeska raised a brow.  “Are you still intent on killing the traitor and bringing his head back to your oh so mighty lord?” 
 
    Wrath scoffed.  “I’m going to kill him... but it’s going to be for me.” 
 
    Jeska let out a cackle.  “I love it when you talk violent to me!  Now, just where is this fool headed?” 
 
    Wrath shook his head.  “Other than to his death?  I’m not certain...” In truth, Wrath would follow them to the edge of Eon if he had to.  He had no other choice if this is what the gods truly intended. 
 
    Jeska sighed, gripping the mane of her manticore tightly as it barreled beneath a thick patch of clouds.  “Well, I hope they slow down soon.  I’m dying to wet my blades.” 
 
    “Who said I’d allow you to partake?” Wrath interjected, drawing a look of feigned surprise on the woman’s face.  “Varyon is mine.” 
 
    Slowly, her expression once again morphed into a grin as her long braids of pitch-black hair danced in the wind.  “Now what kind of woman would I be if I stole your kill?” 
 
    Wrath rolled his eyes.  “The kind with a vile heart.” 
 
    Rather than protest, Jeska merely let out another cackle, knowing all too well the things she’d done to deserve such a remark.  Wrath smirked as well, unable to do little but revel in the wind adept’s sadistic joy.  For as crazy as she was, he was the one traveling across Eon on a whim... fueled by revenge, by a lust for power... and guided by the premonition of an unseen god.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The Void Claw 
 
      
 
    The base of the Heaven’s Gate mountain, the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    Beads of sweat dropped from Roy’s brow as he channeled his mighty void aura, focusing a highly concentrated amount of spirit energy into his palms.  Around him, the thin white lines of his spiritcrafting circle illuminated, trapping the excess aura that floated around his form. 
 
    The group had been traveling for more days then he had cared to count, and the most recent leg of their journey had offered an array of challenges.  First, they had to cross the dread lakes, a grouping of large bodies of water inhabited by flesh-eating spirit beasts.  Afterward, they had to traverse the savage shores, a shoreline along the edge of a seemingly endless river that was home to a group of feral adepts eager for blood... honestly, most of the threats they encountered desired their flesh in one way or another.  And yet, they found a way to conquer them all. 
 
    Now they sat at the base of the Heaven’s gate mountain, closer to the pinnacle then they had ever been before.  All they had to do was climb the impossibly tall peak and they’d reach the place that Remley had requested they meet.  They only hoped to find him waiting there, a familiar grin on his face... 
 
    But before all that, they needed to prepare. 
 
    Roy grimaced as thick lines of void energy left his fingertips, swirling in his palm until they took the form of a black-violet spirit stone.  With a sigh, he set the stone in the snow in front of him, adding it to the cache he’d been building over the last few weeks. 
 
    Unsure of what might lie in the mountains, the group elected to use their morning to get their affairs in order, refining the soul essence they’d acquired and taking inventory of their dwindling supplies.  However, Roy’s plans differed just a bit.  Over the course of their travels, the void adept had spent his spare moments producing spirit stones.  And now that he finally had enough, it was time to put them to use. 
 
    “Are you ready?  Please say yes,” Jakki asked, displaying his felyne grin as he sat opposite Roy in a cross-legged position.  Though he hadn’t spoken of it much, the tiny creature was actually of the artificer specialization and possessed rather useful skills when it came to crafting... skills that Roy planned on putting to good use. 
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” the void adept replied, shooting the felyne a quick grin.  Before them lied the components needed for Roy’s proposed spiritcrafting... several void spirit stones, a bundle of blade root that he’d acquired from his very first dungeon dive, the sharpened spine of a serpentine spirit beast that he’d acquired in the dread lakes, an untarnished set of darkbeast claws that he’d collected during his nights in the veil, and his trusty void blade, which functioned more like a bat than an actual blade at all. 
 
    “So... where’s that blueprint you were talking about?” Jakki asked, an eagerness in his tone. 
 
    Roy nodded, activating the visual component of his spirit scan so the small felyne could bear witness. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Weapons manual: The Dragonclaw Odachi 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Jakki marveled as the translucent screen of information appeared before him, laying out the instructions needed to craft such a weapon.  His whiskers twitched as he scrolled through the intangible pages, soaking up the information at an impressive speed.  “Yes, I see.  Mhmmm, yes.  Ah, there we are.  Indeed, yes...” 
 
    “What is it?” Roy asked, growing tired of the cat’s monologue.” 
 
    “Ah yes, well you see I’m afraid you’ve done a terrible job of gathering components.” 
 
    Roy frowned.  “What d’ya mean?” 
 
    Jakki flipped through the translucent pages of the manual, squinting as he mulled over the information.  “You see here?  The blueprint calls for claws of a draconic nature, much rarer than these beast claws you got here.  And the spirit stones you created... well, don’t take this the wrong way but the quality of these is not going to do at all.” 
 
    “What the Hell is wrong with em?” Roy growled, quickly taking offense. 
 
    Jakki shrugged.  “You need more power in them if you want to create a dragon-style item.  You need to really pump those numbers up.” 
 
    Roy scowled at the felyne, then scowled at the items laid out before him, then shot another scowl at the cat for good measure.  “So what?  This is all a waste?” 
 
    Jakki raised a paw into the air.  “Now, I didn’t say that.  If you’re still interested in a weapon like this, I could modify the blueprint to make something a bit more... to scale.” 
 
    Roy raised a brow.  “Will it be good?” 
 
    Jakki merely grinned.  “Are you asking me if I’d miss the opportunity to create a weapon that has the potential to cause widespread bloodshed and chaos?  Is that what you’re asking me?” 
 
    Roy shook his head.  “Damned cat...” 
 
    Moments later the spiritcrafting circle illuminated once more as the pair went to work.  Jakki put his artificer skills to use, guiding Roy as he carefully fused his components with the raw spirit energy coursing through his palms.  First, the original void blade was tempered with Roy’s vast collection of spirit stones.  It began to glow a bright violet as more and more spirit stones were added, morphing the item into a component that could be manipulated at will.  Next, the spirit beast spine was attached, lengthening the blade and giving it a defining curve.  The near-perfect set of darkbeast claws followed, providing the blade’s inner edge with an extremely sharp set of teeth. Finally, the blade root was added, forced into the weapon by Roy’s spiritual pressure, solidifying the components and creating a clean, crisp weapon. 
 
    Roy marveled as their work came to an end and his weapon settled in the snow in front of him.  After watching the Bonaduce perform such amazing feats with their blades in Shadowreach, he knew he needed a weapon comparable to theirs.  And now, lying mere feet away from him, he was certain he’d achieved such a thing.   
 
    The sword was far longer than his previous, sporting a curved blade not so dissimilar to Rem’s.  Its outer edge was impossibly sharp, though the inner edge of the blade possessed a tiny row of teeth used for shredding his opponents.  The hilt, once a repurposed police baton was elegant and sleek, and the blade itself reflected a violet hue that shimmered in the light of the worldstar.  Upon picking the weapon up, Roy felt a power behind the blade that he hadn’t quite felt with his weapons before. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Item Acquired: The Void Claw 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Wow...” Jakki cooed, marveling at the weapon as if it were a gift directly from the gods.  “I cannot wait to watch you put that thing work.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Roy replied as he rose back to his feet.  “And... thank you.”  Slowly, the void adept lifted the weapon into the air and began a makeshift kata, dancing through the snow as he performed a series of powerful strikes.  And each time he swung the blade, its violet hue seemed to brighten, leaving a faint after-image of the weapon in the air where it once was held. 
 
    Satisfied, Roy paused and held the weapon in front of him once more, gazing at its newly forged perfection.   
 
    “By the gods, I almost feel like Remley,” he muttered, his voice trailing off. 
 
    Jakki recognized the look in Roy’s eyes and made his way up to the man’s shoulder before giving him a soft pat on the head.  “Don’t worry.  He’s going to be up there... waiting for you at the top of the mountain.” 
 
    Roy turned his head and gave the felyne an appreciative stare, surprised by the creature’s sudden show of empathy.  Perhaps Kimoura was wearing off on the cat after all. 
 
    After fastening his blade to a strap across his back, the void adept returned his attention to his spirit scan.  According to the information in front of him, he was at the precipice of achieving rank four.  He didn’t really need his scan to tell him that though... he could feel it in his soul, as if his body was brimming with power, ready to burst past his own barriers and ascend to the next level. 
 
    Beyond that, Roy took quick stock of his available techniques.  He had his aura bullet and aura cannon for range, his dark spyral and void boxing for close combat, his void grenade for unique situations, and finally his divine power if things got dire.  And even if all of those failed him, he and Kimoura could activate kindred mode and temporarily combine their spiritual strength.  Honestly, despite everything they’d been through in the past month, Roy was feeling more confident than ever.  Whatever awaited them up on that mountain, he was damned sure he was ready for it. 
 
    “You guys all set to depart?” Kimoura asked, drawing Roy’s attention away from his spirit scan.    The woman stood off to his right, her tone body covered in a long, gray coat that Zyr had crafted during their travels.  She also had on a pair of boots that had been gifted to her by Avery, a departure from her usual foot wraps. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Roy replied, pulling his violet and black jacket a bit tighter across his chest.  He’d received the garment from Seline and the bronze horns after they graciously gifted him new adept’s attire, but he’d never had the need to wear it.  However, the winds rolling off the mountainside carried a chill like the one he felt in his first dungeon dive, far too cold for just his aura to keep him warm. 
 
    Zyr, the final member of their group scoffed as he peered upward, following the mountain with his gaze until its peak vanished into the swirling atmosphere.  “I can’t believe I’m following you lot in search of an old adept’s tale.” 
 
    Roy scoffed.  “Nobody made you come with us.” 
 
    Zyr responded with a glare, though his expression quickly morphed into a grin.  “And leave you to die after roaming around the sewers?  Now what kind of monster would I be if I did that?” 
 
    Roy couldn’t help but return the chimera adept’s grin.  Though his outer appearance was a bit monstrous and his attitude was often-times gruff, Zyr had proven himself to be not only a valuable ally but a friend and mentor as well. 
 
    “Let’s go!”  Jakki interrupted, literally bouncing atop one of Roy’s shoulders.  “This place is so cold that there must be frozen bodies up there.  Maybe we’ll even get to see bones!  Hey, maybe they’re even cursed bones that’ll reanimate so you can fight them!” 
 
    Roy shook his head.  “Let’s just get moving.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The climb up the heaven’s gate mountains started just as Roy had expected, a grueling trek through rock and snow that left him gritting his teeth with every step.  Zyr had proven himself to be the most efficient climber, and as such, he took the lead.  Roy and Kimoura followed shortly behind, with Jakki clung tightly to the void adept’s shoulders. 
 
    To prevent an untimely fall, each member of the group tied a thick strand of Zyr’s spider silk around their waist, then anchored it to the mountainside with a sturdy, steel dagger.  The only one of them roaming free was Roy’s cryofox, who’s small and nimble frame seemed perfectly suited for this sort of environment. 
 
    The group made excellent progress for the first leg of their climb, sticking to paths carved into the mountain’s sloping sides while avoiding the many pitfalls lying just beneath the thick blankets of snow.  However, their ascension up the endless cliff side quickly ground to a halt as they reached a rather... precarious stretch of mountain. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Roy muttered, placing his hands on his hips as his gaze flickered northward.  In front of them lied a massive sheet of solid stone, it’s surface absent of grooves or footholds and the way around all but unnavigable. 
 
    “Not even a spider can stick to that surface,” Zyr said, running his fingers across the cold stone.  “Perhaps we can turn back and find another path...” 
 
    “No,” Roy was quick to reply.  “That’ll take us the whole day.” 
 
    Kimoura shrugged.  “Maybe I can punch us some handholds in the rock.   “My knuckles should heal by the time we-“ 
 
    “Wait,” Roy interrupted, leaning into the sheet of stone until it was mere inches from his face.  “I’m going to try something.” 
 
    The others fell silent as Roy lifted his right hand into the air, placing his open palm on the stone surface.  A breath later, the icy markings on his flesh began to glow as divine aura coursed through his channels. 
 
    Kimoura watched in awe as Roy channeled his aura into the rock wall, manipulating the thin layer of ice on its surface.  Seconds later a massive icy hand formed on the stone’s surface, scooping Roy up and hoisting him upwards. 
 
    “I got this!” he shouted, unable to hide the pride in his voice.  As he ascended, Roy motioned for the others to untie their rope and toss it in his direction.  “I can’t pull everyone, but once I get to the top, I’ll hoist you guys up and over.” 
 
    Zyr and Kimoura quickly complied, and in seconds Roy was making his way towards the top of the massive stone.  As soon as he reached the rocky ledge, the void adept dismissed the icy hand and steadied himself atop the stone.  From the looks of it, Roy had reached a sort of natural platform on the cliffside, its surface littered with jagged rocks and chunks of ice... and something else. 
 
    Emerging from the snowy slopes above were what appeared to be large, ape-like creatures, their bodies covered in snowy white fur and their faces red like embers.  Fangs jutted out of their open maws as they let loose ferocious battle howls, setting their sights on Roy. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Raving Oko 
 
    Spirit beast 
 
    Ecology: Mountaintops and snowy regions 
 
    Nature: Territorial 
 
    Vulnerabilities: Their flesh is durable but can be pierced by most bladed weapons 
 
    Notes:  The oko are extremely protective of their territory and will hunt down and dismember any creature that dares to enter their domain.  They hunt in packs and are relentless in pursuit of their prey, often hunting creatures down entire mountainsides. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy watched with growing annoyance as a trio of the hairy beasts launched themselves in his direction, cutting off any chance he had at retrieving his companions on the ridge below. 
 
    With a sigh, Roy dropped the rope at his side and reached for his newly minted void claw, allowing his spirit aura to flare. 
 
    “Of course, this place has goddamn yetis.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Mountainside Chase 
 
      
 
    The Heaven’s Gate Mountains, the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    Void aura swirled around Roy Skyworth’s form as the raging oko made their charge, hands outstretched and fangs ready to tear at his flesh.  Unfortunately for them, he had other ideas. 
 
    As the first oko closed in, Roy unsheathed his void claw and struck, taking aim the muscular bulk of fur and rage.  His blade gleamed violet as it cut through the air, passing by the creature’s outstretched hand and lobbing off its arm with little resistance.  The beast howled as its glowing blood sprayed across the snow, but Roy quickly silenced the beast by removing its head. 
 
    The void adept marveled at his newly forged weapon, amazed with the power and precision with which it cut through his foe.  It felt like an extension of himself, like a mighty ally reacting to his every whim... 
 
    These things didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    The second raging oko made a sweep at him, lunging for his sword arm with its massive hands.  Roy responded in kind, flicking his blade out in front of him and removing all but one of the creature’s fingers.  Before the spirit beast could even register the blow, he swung his blade back in the opposite direction, removing its head as glowing lifeblood decorated the snowy mountainscape. 
 
    The final spirit beast, the smallest of the trio, seemed almost apprehensive to charge in.  However, its rage ultimately won out and the creature leaped at Roy, arms outstretched and ready to maul. 
 
    Rather than use his blade, Roy merely stepped aside and lifted his left hand into the air as spirit energy swelled in his palm.  “Aura cannon!” 
 
    The blast of spirit energy caught the oko in the chest mid-leap, propelling the beast in the opposite direction and sending it careening off the mountainside.  
 
    Roy grinned as he absorbed the soul essence of the fallen beasts, rather pleased with the brutal efficiency his new weapon possessed.  Unfortunately, that feeling was short-lived as the shouts of his allies reached his ears. 
 
    “Roy?!  What in Eon is going on up there?” Kimoura shouted. 
 
    Roy chuckled.  “Oh, you know.... just got a bit pre-occupied with the mountain beasts up here.” 
 
    Kimoura gasped.  “What?!  Are you ok?” 
 
    Roy steadied himself as he tossed the rope over the rocky ledge.  “Yup.  They’re dead.” 
 
    Kimoura began to reply but Jakki quickly interrupted, leaping onto her shoulders to get closer to Roy.  “What?!  You slayed them without me?!” 
 
    Roy stifled another chuckle as he tightened his grip on the rope, his arms burning as the trio made their way up.  “Next time I’ll save one just for you.” 
 
    A moment later the others reached the top of the massive sheet of rock.  However, as they climbed over the stony edge the expressions on their faces left Roy... puzzled. 
 
    “What?” Roy asked as he pulled Kimoura up before making room for Zyr.  “Did I get blood on my face?” 
 
    Kimoura bit her lip as she slowly raised a hand into the air, pointing up the mountainside.  “I just thought you were joking when you said you’d save him some.” 
 
    Immediately a sense of dread began to creep up from Roy’s stomach.  He rose to his feet and turned his head, praying to whatever gods were up there that she was playing some sort of cruel joke... 
 
    She wasn’t. 
 
    “Well you ‘ve done it now,” Zyr said as he reached for his axes.  And he had... for descending the mountainside was a wave of white-haired monstrosities, eyes filled with bloodlust and teeth bared. 
 
    “You killed those?” Kimoura asked, readying herself as spirit energy coursed through her channels.   
 
    “Those look a lot bigger than the ones I fought,” Roy replied, trying to count the number of beasts currently charging in their direction.  “So, what do you guys suggest we do?” 
 
    Zyr grumbled as he let his beast aura flare, causing the snow at his feet to rise into the air as tiny particles.  “Well, you want to get to the top, don’t you?  And those beasts are coming from that direction... so I think you know what has to be done.” 
 
    Roy let out a sigh before drawing his void claw once more and channeling spirit energy around his form.  “Jakki, get on my damned back...Let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Luminescent blood gleamed across the upper slopes of the heaven’s gate mountains as Roy and the others cut their way to the top.  The raging okos had come at them fast and furious, relentless in their pursuit to tear the adept’s limb from limb.  However, their journey across northern Eon and long nights in the veil had steeled them for such an encounter... and by the gods, they would not yield. 
 
    “On your left!” Kimoura shouted as she lunged forward into a strike, blasting one of the spirit beasts with a devastating palm and sending its bulky body teetering over the mountainside. 
 
    “Got it!” Roy replied, quickly shifting his gaze westward before driving his blade into another one of the beast’s soft flesh. 
 
    The pair worked in tandem as they fought off the oko horde, partnering in their techniques and trading blasts of light and void energy to hold off the raging beasts.  At their flank, Zyr held his own against the creatures, using both his spider and human limbs in unison to overwhelm them with blows. 
 
    The trio fought on, but as more oko emerged from their mountain holes something quickly became clear... they were not going to be able to keep this up forever. 
 
    “Yes!  Yes!  Cut them down!” Jakki growled, clinging to Roy’s back as the void adept unleashed a hellacious assault.   
 
    “How about you find us a way out of here!” Roy shouted back, wincing as one of the charging oko nearly latched on to his neck. 
 
    To Roy’s surprise, the felyne immediately went to work, averting his gaze from the battle as he scanned the mountainside for somewhere to fortify, someplace they could build a defense to try and outlast the horde... 
 
    Jakki’s genetically enhanced vision found something even better. 
 
    “Look, look!  Over there!  A path to the peak!” 
 
    Roy averted his gaze for a split second, following Jakki’s direction as the Felyne pointed into the sky.  It was there he saw it... beyond the pack of oko, beyond the carnage they had laid bare and the jagged spires of stone lied a singular path north.  From where he stood it was nearly unrecognizable, a thin path that stretched around the mountainside before veering north into the clouds, directly up the highest peak.  But it was there… damnit it was there! 
 
    “Look there!” Roy shouted, grabbing Zyr and Kimoura’s attention before cutting down another oko with his blade. “A path to the pinnacle!” 
 
    “And just how do you propose we get there?!” Zyr retorted, grimacing as he used his spider limbs to eviscerate his foe. 
 
    Kimoura let out a war cry as she channeled light aura into her fist.  “We do this!  STEEL LOTUS!” 
 
    For the briefest of seconds, Roy felt some of his power slip into Kimoura as their kindred bond took over, enhancing her technique with spirit energy of his own.  A breath later, her fist slammed into the mountainside with unbridled force. 
 
    A ring of snow erupted from the location of her strike, followed by a wave of force created by the blow.  Her allies, those close enough to the strike’s epicenter managed to hold their position...  But the beasts surrounding them weren’t so lucky.  The ring of energy grew in strength as it expanded outwards, pushing the spirit beasts back, knocking many off their feet and sending some of the smaller ones airborne to be swallowed by the clouds.  
 
    It was as if the light adept had bought them a collective second to breathe, to steady themselves and refortify their defenses.  But they didn’t...  Instead, they ran. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” Zyr howled as he scooped up the miniature cryofox and took lead of the charge, dashing northward through the stunned pack of okos as the creatures tried to regain their wits.  Spirit aura coursed through the adept’s legs, propelling them through the snow with unmatched speed.  
 
    Soon the spirit beasts resumed their chase, and the adepts were forced to resume combat.  However, their new course of action had positioned most of the oko behind them.  Rather than fight through the horde, they were now moving away from them, working their way towards the western path that led to the peak. 
 
    As the beasts licked at their heels, Roy began to notice something else... a vibration in the mountainside not caused by the hum of his spirit or the stampeding spirit beasts.  He wasn’t sure if it was due to Kimoura’s hellacious technique or the upheaval caused by the okos, but something on the mountain was beginning to shift... something big. 
 
    “Avalanche!” Roy cried, unable to hide the desperation in his voice.  Even just glimpsing back he could see it, the wave of snow building as it crashed down from the heavens, engulfing everything in its path without reason.   
 
    “Keep running!” Zyr ordered, puncturing the neck of an oko that had circled in front of them before picking up speed.  “If we’re swift, we can outrun the birth of this snowslide!” 
 
    Roy didn’t bother looking back as the sound of crashing snow began to drown out the oko’s howls.  He kept his gaze focused on the path ahead, churning his spirit-fueled legs through the snow as the ground began to slip out from beneath him. 
 
    Keep moving. 
 
    That singular thought ran through his head as the roar of the snowslide drew closer and the cold bit at his flesh. 
 
    Keep moving. 
 
    He told himself as the nails of a raging oko dug into his thigh, as the creature tried desperately to drag him off to his death. 
 
    Keep moving. 
 
    There was nothing else that mattered.  He, Kimoura, Zyr, Jakki...  They were so close.  They just had a bit farther to go.  They just had to... 
 
    KEEP MOVING! 
 
    Channeling all of the spirit energy he could muster into his legs, Roy leapt into the open air, narrowly dodging the wall of snow as it engulfed the spot where he once stood.  Time seemed to slow as the world below him was engulfed in white.  Ahead of him, he could see the snowslide dispersing as it crashed into a rocky ridge.  The void adept reached out, willing himself forward as void energy swirled around his form. 
 
    Then came solace. 
 
    A surge of exhilaration coursed through Roy as his body crashed into the ridge, narrowly avoiding the snowslide that still churned mere feet away.  Even greater was the sight of his companions landing safely atop the line of rock.  Zyr and his fox, Kimoura, and... 
 
    Roy’s heart dropped as he realized that he no longer felt Jakki’s weight clinging to his back.  He whipped his head around, scanning for the felyne amidst the tumult of ice and snow... 
 
    There!  Cascading down the mountainside he managed to spot a bushy orange tail disappear beneath a blanket of white.  Without hesitating, the void adept turned and pulled himself into a crouch. 
 
    “Zyr, wrap me!” he growled.  Then without thinking twice... he jumped. 
 
    A thick strand of spider silk shot from Zyr’s palm, following Roy as he disappeared into the snow.  Immediately, the chimera adept was nearly pulled off his feet as the strand latched onto something unseen.  Kimoura leapt in, wrapping her arms around Zyr and pulling with all her battlemonk might, her heart nearly caught in her throat.   
 
    An impossibly long second passed as the two reeled in Zyr’s spider silk, praying to Bahamut that his aim had been true.  Then another second passed and his catch finally emerged...  Curled tightly into a ball, covered in snow and ice and entrapped in a line of silk was Roy Skyworth, cold but unharmed. 
 
    “Roy!” Kimoura shouted as she hauled him back onto the ridge, carefully peeling a thick strand of spider silk off his vest.  A second later he uncurled his body, revealing the small felyne he held tightly against his chest. 
 
    “You... you saved me,” Jakki said, blinking tears out of his eyes as he leaned in towards Roy’s face. 
 
    The void adept scoffed, trying to hide the raw emotion beginning in his voice.  “D-don’t get all sentimental on me cat.  We’re not out of this yet.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After regaining their wits, the group of adepts resumed their trek up the mountainside, following the ridge until it merged with the western path.  Despite the threat of the okos now buried, the group refused to slow their pace.  They charged up the mountain path, clinging to its steep walls of stone as they ascended.  That is... until they neared the peak. 
 
    Mere paces above them, a thick layer of clouds swirled around the mountaintop, cutting off their vision from what lied ahead.  Worse, the thick blanket of snow that lied beneath them had begun to shift as the once buried okos began to emerge, their desire for bloodshed renewed. 
 
    “You ready?” Zyr asked as he took another step forward, his outstretched hand disappearing in the wall of cloud. 
 
    Kimoura raised a wrapped fist into the air.  “Let’s do this!” 
 
    Seconds later, the four of them emerged on the other side of the cloud wall, revealing a sight that left Roy breathless.  Finally, the peak of the heaven’s gate mountain had come into view... along with the massive ivory castle that had been built atop it.  Gigantic in scope, the finely crafted structure sported architecture so intricate that it would put any spirit mason in Eon to shame.  Designs appeared to be carved directly into the white stone, illuminated by the worldstar’s rays as they passed over the structure.  In addition, tall stone doors with advanced runic markings decorated the front of the building along with a pair of stone gargoyles overlooking the entrance.   
 
    “I can’t believe it...” Zyr muttered, eyes wide with astonishment.  “It’s real.” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” Roy replied, shooting the man a smirk.  Though he had his doubts about the journey, his faith in Rem had never been misplaced. 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” Jakki interjected.  “But perhaps we should get moving.  I think our company has returned.” 
 
    Roy turned his gaze to the cloud wall just as another damned oko reared its ugly head, it’s eyes wild with rage as it pulled itself up the cliffside.  Soon another appeared, then another, all of them gnashing their teeth as they let out their eerie howls. 
 
    “Move!” Roy shouted, turning his gaze back to the pinnacle as his spirit aura flared once more.  Their destination was finally within reach.  They just had to make it a bit further, just had to make it a few more seconds... 
 
    Suddenly, Zyr paused, turning on his heel to face the charging okos.  Spirit energy coursed through his hands, bestial light reflecting off the snowy surface... then he struck.  “Augmenter skill: exploding silk!” 
 
    Waves of spider silk erupted from Zyr’s grasp, augmented with the power of his spirit aura. The silk found its target on the first wave of okos, clinging to their flesh... then Zyr squeezed his fists and unleashed his fury.   
 
    The spirit energy stored within his spider silk detonated, blowing away the first line of raging okos and filling the air with flesh and fur.   It was as if the chimera adept had drawn a battle line, and those that crossed would burn. 
 
    “That was amazing!” Kimoura shouted as she resumed her dash towards the peak.  Zyr shot her a spidery grin before following close behind, falling in line behind Roy. 
 
    The group of adepts dashed along the narrow path, making their way up the final stretch of ice and snow as they ascended to the peak.  A moment later, they found themselves mere feet away from the massive ivory castle, its runic doors sealed tight and its gargoyle statues looming over them like dark protectors. 
 
    At last, they’d reached the pinnacle. 
 
    “Now how the Hell do we get in?” Roy asked, running his hands along the double door’s crease before taking a nervous glance down the mountainside.  In the near distance, the raging okos had begun to remobilize and were swiftly ascending towards their location.  In a moment or two, they’d be surrounded again… and this time with nowhere to go. 
 
    “Remley never mentioned that part,” Kimoura replied, nervously chewing on her lip as she examined the entrance.  She even attempted to use her battlemonk strength to pry at the doors, but they wouldn’t budge in the slightest. 
 
    Suddenly, as if responding to his question... Roy’s spirit scan popped open. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Analyzing runes... 
 
    Decoding spiritual encryptions... 
 
    Compiling data... 
 
    Compiling... 
 
      
 
    Rune found! 
 
    Aged Draconic door seal 
 
    A sealing rune unlocked by dragon energy.  Though once impenetrable, it has grown old and frail in the third age. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t good,” Zyr muttered as he ran a spidery appendage across the door’s edge.  “We may need to get ready to fight.” 
 
    “No,” Roy replied, pushing the chimera adept aside.  “I have an idea.” 
 
    Icy blue energy began to swirl around Roy’s form as he channeled his divine energy, focusing its power directly into his palm.  Then without deliberating, he pressed his hand into the door crease and let his power flow free. 
 
    “Deep freeze!” 
 
    Suddenly ice began to form at the portal’s center, wedging itself within the door’s crease.  It began slowly, but in seconds the ice rapidly expanded, forcing the double doors open inch by mighty inch. 
 
    Kimoura took a step back as the runes on the door’s shattered, letting loose an array of color as the spirit energy within turned to ether.  Zyr merely grinned, basking in the light as he watched Roy go to work.  A breath later, the void adept dropped his hand, revealing the thin path he’d made to slip inside. 
 
    “Get in!” he shouted, squeezing through the entrance as the howls of the okos grew louder.  Once inside, the trio of adepts combined their might, frantically forcing the entrance closed as the grasping hands of an oko slipped through the crack. 
 
    The creature’s severed arm fell to the floor as the door slammed shut, finally granting Roy and the others a second they so desperately needed to breathe. 
 
    Slowly, Roy let himself sink to the floor, ignoring the scratches and howls that were barely audible on the other side of the door.  Then for the first time, he allowed his gaze to settle on the inside of the castle...  And his mouth went agape. 
 
    “Holy shit...” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The Castle Hidden on the Mountain 
 
      
 
    The Pinnacle, the realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    The sight in front of Roy Skyworth was absolutely breathtaking.  In front of him was a hall of grandeur, a grand spectacle with walls crafted by Eon’s finest spirit masons and pillars carved into the shape of serpentine dragons.  At the center of the hall stood four massive statues, each molded into the shape of an imposing warrior with stone eyes that seemed to pierce his very soul. 
 
    “The four dragon gods...” Zyr muttered, nearly breathless as he took the sight in.  “Bahamut, Azirylis, Cipherion and Raenoss...” 
 
    Roy’s eyes followed along as Zyr spoke the names aloud.  The statue of Bahamut was the largest and by far the most imposing, a mountain of a man with a gaze that could shatter stars.  Azirylis stood next, an incredibly beautiful woman with wings draped over her shoulders and a smirk that seemed to hide deadlier intentions.  Then came Cipherion, the dragon god from which his divine power was born.  His statue was tall and slender with long hair, a flowing cloak and a smug look on his angular face. And last, standing rigid with arms crossed was the statue of Raenoss, his gaze unnerving and his hair styled to look like a pair of small horns. 
 
    Silence encapsulated the hall as Roy took in the sight before him, studying the statues with a curious gaze.  Though they didn’t look like “dragons”, he couldn’t shake the feeling that a very profound power lied within their almost human forms.  Beyond that, each of them carried subtle draconic qualities, whether it be claws, horns, or a barely visible layer of scales. 
 
    Slowly, he turned his focus to Bahamut, the largest and most imposing of the four.  It was this so-called god who had pulled his soul through the stars and dropped him here on Eon.  He’d been brought here as some sort of insurance policy to do battle against what?  The veil?  He wasn’t so sure... but he was beginning to wish that the damned dragon was here so he could ask him himself. 
 
    “So... what now?” Jakki asked, whiskers twitching as he peered around the room. 
 
    “Well, there’s gotta be a reason Rem sent us here,” Kimoura responded.  “We just gotta find out what it is.” 
 
    Moving with care, Kimoura led the group past the line of statues and into the next room, a hall that proved to be just as impressive as the first.  At its center sat a large, circular table with a map of Eon carved into its surface.  Four chairs surrounded the table, mirrored by four darksteel dragon statues protruding from the table’s edge. 
 
    Zyr face twisted into a puzzled expression as he examined the hall.  “What in Cipherion’s cold ass is this?  Some sort of meeting room?” 
 
    Roy didn’t bother responding.  Instead, he carefully approached the table, examining each of the statues with both caution and curiosity.  He wasn’t certain, but it was almost like something was pulling at him, drawing him towards those gleaming stone eyes.  Slowly, Roy reached for the statue... 
 
    THUM!  THUM! 
 
    A rapid banging in the previous room quickly grabbed Roy’s attention, followed by the slow, methodic creak of the main door opening.  Could it have been Remley?  Had he arrived at this damned place as promised?! 
 
    Despite Zyr’s protests, the void adept rushed past him companions and into the previous hall, prepared to reunite with his mentor and friend... 
 
    Instead, he was greeted with a war cry. 
 
    Standing in the now open doorway was an oko larger and more fearsome than any they’d encountered.  Woven into its white fur were streaks of fiery red, along with pieces of bony armor protecting its carapace. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Mountain Kin, Oko Rai 
 
    Elite Spirit Beast 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy tensed as the creature took a thunderous step forward, it’s eyes burning with rage and expression filled with contempt.  Behind it, the other oko were gathering in the open doorway, quietly observing their king...  watching and waiting for him to assert his dominance. 
 
    “Well isn’t this lovely,” Zyr chimed in as he entered the hall behind Roy.  Kimoura was quick to follow, her fists glowing with light energy and her gaze resolute. 
 
    Roy let out a sarcastic chuckle before cracking his neck and let his void aura flare.  “Guess it’s time we show this thing who the new king of the mountains is.” 
 
    Oko Rai let out a ferocious roar, attempting to intimidate the adepts as it readied itself to charge.  Roy merely responded with a blast of void energy to the creature’s gaping maw, staggering the beast and causing it to reset its stance. 
 
    Roy Skyworth would not be intimidated. 
 
    Another roar filled the hall as Oko Rai shook off the blow and charged back in, leaping through the god statues for cover as it closed in on its prey.  Roy waited, timing his strike so that it met the creature the very instant it showed its face. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Void Skill: Aura Bullet 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The sphere of spirit energy cut through the air, catching the king oko as he emerged from behind the statue of Bahamut.  Unfortunately, the blast landed a bit too low and was mostly absorbed by the oko’s bony cuirass... 
 
    Then came the counter strike. 
 
    Oko Rai’s fist came thundering in with enough strength to blast Roy through the wall.  However, Roy didn’t flinch.  Rather, he stood his ground as a shield of light materialized in front of him, deflecting the blow and leaving the oversized oko completely mystified. 
 
    “I got your back!” Kimoura shouted, stepping in beside the void adept as she channeled more energy into her light shield and forced the creature off him. 
 
    “As do I,” Zyr added, firing off dual strands of spider silk directly into the oko’s eyes.   
 
    The creature’s rage seemed to mount as it scratched away the silk in its eyes, leaving self-inflicted gouges in its fleshy cheeks.  Unfortunately, it’s power level began to spike along with it.  The red in Oko Rai’s fur seemed to take over its body as raw spiritual power started to swirl around its form.  Its fangs lengthened, it’s muscles expanded and it’s howl became so mighty that it nearly made Roy cover his ears. 
 
    “Perhaps I need to recant that statement,” Zyr said as he joined the others in a defensive stance. 
 
    Roy let out a chuckle through clenched teeth, preparing himself for the sleeping giant that he’d just awakened.  “Guess I can’t blame you.  Now, get reeeaaady...” 
 
    The void adept raised his left hand, channeling void energy as his right hand reached for his blade.  He widened stance, ready to counter whatever the king oko through his way... 
 
    Suddenly, the creature’s spiritual power diminished and its bright red fur returned to white as the color in its eyes faded.  That’s when Roy noticed the harpoon tip protruding from its chest.  A breath later the king oko fell flat on its face, revealing a sight that Roy had yearned for. 
 
    Floating just outside the ivory castle was the Blazing Falcon, and aboard its deck was its crew... the rest of his guild, his companions...  The Sky Wolves. 
 
    They’d arrived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Reformation of the Pack 
 
      
 
    The pinnacle, the western reaches of Eon 
 
      
 
    For the second time today, Roy Skyworth found himself breathless.  Hovering in the sky mere paces away from the castle was the Blazing Fang, its mounted harpoon launcher smoking from its recent discharge.  More importantly though were the adepts standing on its sturdy, wooden deck.  Remley, Leila, Quinn, Kai, even Yoshiro were all there wearing worn down smiles and looks of relief.  He just couldn’t believe it...  They were there.  By the damned gods, they made it! 
 
    As the ship settled, the horde of okos began to retreat down the mountainside, the fight in them gone now that their king had been slain.  Slowly, an anchor lowered into the snow, securing the airship to the mountainside as the wintry winds blew past.  Then the engines dimmed and the man in the red coat leapt over the ship’s railing. 
 
    “Royboy!” Remley shouted as he raced over to the void adept, squeezing him in a tight embrace.  “You made it!” 
 
    “What d’ya mean I made it?” Roy replied.  “I beat you here!” 
 
    Remley shrugged, shooting Roy a disarming smile.  “Well, we had some issues.  Captivity, insurrection, and a lovely little ride around the world.  You know, the usual stuff.” 
 
    Roy grinned, though he was quickly pushed aside as Kimoura rushed in and wrapped her arms around Rem.  “I knew you’d make it!” 
 
    “Of course, I did, Moura,” Remley replied, returning her embrace.  “You didn’t think I’d leave you up here, did you?” 
 
    A breath later, the crunch of snow filled Roy’s ears as Leila leapt from atop her ship, landing mere feet away.  “Hey wolves, glad to see your still kickin!” 
 
    Roy shot her a wide smile, meeting his guild leader’s sultry gaze.  “Your damn right we are.  What took you guys so long?” 
 
    Leila smirked.  “I had to rescue Remley and Varyon from getting their asses kicked around Shadowreach.” 
 
    “And she couldn’t have done it without me.”  Roy turned as Kai climbed down onto the snowy surface and made his approach.  “Good to see you, brother.”   
 
    “Glad to have you with us, old friend,” Roy replied as he gripped Kai’s hand and pulled him into an embrace. 
 
    In the moments that followed, the others made their way off the airship, sharing long-awaited reunions and falling into old routines.  However, as Zyr approached, an awkward silence befell the small group.  Roy stepped in, intent on introducing his new monstrous companion... that is until he realized he didn’t have to.   
 
    Without speaking, Quinn waltzed up to the chimera adept and reached out his hand, offering the man a smoking reed of pipeweed.  Zyr nodded, silently taking the reed before blowing a large cloud of smoke into the air. 
 
    Roy chuckled as he watched the spectacle unfold, an offering of peace on both Earth and Eon. 
 
    “Please tell me this place has somewhere comfortable to sit down,” Yoshiro said, rubbing his back as he made his way towards the entrance.  “That airship doesn’t have a single damn seat cushion!” 
 
    Roy chuckled.  “Actually...” 
 
    Remley raised his brow, his interest suddenly piqued.  “Wait, have you scoured the inside already, Royboy?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Roy replied.  “But there’s definitely something... different about it.” 
 
    Remley nodded, making his way towards the open doorway with a growing look of wonderment in his eyes.  “My father Tiberius spoke at length about this place before his death.  He said it held the key to the steel brotherhood’s future. Perhaps-“ 
 
    That was the final word Remley got out before the mountainside was engulfed in shadow and the black flames of a mighty shadow phoenix rained down from above. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Flame and ash and smoke swirled in Roy’s vision as he picked himself up out of the snow, his eyes stinging and his body laced with pain after being caught in a technique that had nearly swallowed he and his guildmates whole.  He still wasn’t quite sure what the Hell happened, but it felt like he’d been hit by a truck… a flaming truck, no less.  And yet, despite the ringing in his ears rang and his shot equilibrium, Roy Skyworth steeled himself, forcing his way to a knee as he cycled spirit aura through his channels.  
 
    Then his senses returned and his horror resumed. 
 
    Spirit smoke billowed from the mountainside as a massive, black phoenix descended from the sky, landing atop the Blazing Fang before letting out a screech that nearly made his ears bleed.  The tips of the creature’s wings glowed a fiery red, likely an after-effect of the spirit summon’s powerful technique.  However, what had caught Roy’s attention was the beast’s rider, an imposing adept with a singular eye and a body wrapped in shadow… 
 
    Wrath of the thousand-legged spiders had arrived. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Wrath 
 
    Shadow Adept  
 
    Rank: 8th 
 
    Specialization: Mystic 
 
    Divine Power:  None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Fall back!” Leila shouted, rallying her guild as she launched a wind lance in Wrath’s direction.  The shadow adept didn’t so much as flinch, allowing his phoenix to intercept the technique with one of its wings before showering the woman in a flurry of burning feathers. 
 
    Behind Wrath, Roy noticed another creature making its descent, a strange beast with a twisted face, hulking torso, barbed tail and large, leathery wings.  And on its back was another dark adept radiating spiritual power that far surpassed his own. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Jeska 
 
    Wind Adept 
 
    Rank: 6th 
 
    Specialization: Assassin 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy shuddered as the information flickered in his vision.  Two spirikai, one nearly at the rank of spirit lord had come for them.  Worse, Roy could recognize that look in Wrath’s singular eye.  They weren’t leaving until each and every person on that mountaintop was dead.  They’d come for blood. 
 
    Well, they weren’t going to take it without a fight. 
 
    Channeling his spirit aura, Roy climbed fully to his feet and prepared to fire, allowing a sphere of energy to build in his palm.  However, a hand on his shoulder quickly yanked him off balance, dragging him back towards the castle doors. 
 
    “I said fall back!” Leila growled, using her enhanced strength to quite literally toss the man through the entrance.  A breath later, twin water serpents swirled around Leila’s form as Yoshiro desperately worked to cover her own retreat. 
 
    Moving with haste, the sky wolves dashed into the entrance hall as Wrath’s phoenix continued its assault, flapping its wings and pummeling the peak with its fiery feathers and bolts of spirit energy that were strong enough to scour rock. 
 
    Though they only had mere seconds, Leila turned to them, sharing a gaze that was both unwavering and resolute. 
 
    “Alright wolves… get ready for war.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Wrath watched with both amusement and disgust as the foolish spiriteka fled his spirit summon’s fiery assault.  However, more prevalent than anything was the feeling of exhilaration coursing through his spirit… 
 
    He was right.  Just as he had hoped, the lone airship had led him to his prize.  Varyon, the lone Bonaduce heir… they were all here, ready to suffer the anguish they so rightfully deserved and fall under his might.  Perhaps after absorbing their soul essence he might even be strong enough to ascend to spirit lord…   
 
    “Fools!” Wrath shouted, eyeing the group with malicious intent as they withdrew into the castle doors.  “I’ll bring this place down just like I did your precious tower!  No one will be left alive!”  In truth, he wasn’t certain if his underworld serpent technique would be enough to shatter the fortified walls of the castle, but unleashing it inside its doors would be more than enough to tear the place down. 
 
    “Shall we?’ Jeska offered, dismounting from her manticore summon and absorbing it back into her spirit as he brandished her tri-blade gauntlets. 
 
    Wrath grinned, his expression reflecting the malicious intent that swelled from deep within his soul.  “Oh, we shall.’  Wrath raised a gloved hand, directing his shadow phoenix to attack the structure from the roof.  Then with quiet confidence, he began to march towards the castle’s entrance. 
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kmoura watched with growing trepidation as the shadow adept made his way towards the door.  She could feel the tension in the air, a thick, paralyzing feeling that seemed mere seconds away from causing her to knees to buckle…  But she couldn’t.  She refused to allow such feelings to infiltrate her mind, a mind forged by the tutelage of the platinum lotus and tempered by the mean streets of Eon.  She was light… and she refused to give an inch to the darkness. 
 
    Unfortunately, sometimes the darkness took what it wanted. 
 
    With her eyes locked on Wrath, Kmoura barely detected the sudden rush of wind aura that flooded the castle’s entrance.  The gust buffeted her vision, causing her to blink as tears began to swell in the corner of her eyes… 
 
    And when her eyes opened, she was met with a swirling array of violence. 
 
    “Don’t blink!” Jeska mocked as she appeared in front of Kimoura, moving with blinding speed as she infiltrated the ivory hall.  The light adept tried to react, tried to throw her guard up in time, but a well-placed kick sent her careening into a nearby pillar, cracking her head off the serpentine stone. 
 
    “You-“ was all Kimoura managed to get out before Jeska was on her again, crouching above her on the pillar as she rained down fury with her tri-blade strikes.  Only a mere second passed but it felt like the light adept had been struck a thousand times. 
 
    Kimoura tried to defend herself with her forearms but her defensive aura was quickly shattered, and her flesh immediately torn.  She braced herself as her lifeblood began to pool, trying desperately to defend her vital spots…  That is, until a dark energy spear tore through the hall, forcing Jeska to disengage and giving Kimoura a brief reprieve.  Moving with haste, Leila charged over to Kimoura’s side, hoisting her spear in the woman’s defense as her darkbeast power swirled around her form.   
 
    Kimoura rose, immediately invigorated by the sight of her guild leader at her side, feeding off the energy exuded by her unwavering confidence.  “Glad to be with you again, Lei.” 
 
    “Good,’ Leila replied, narrowing her gaze at their opponent.  “Now let’s show this bitch who she’s dealing with. 
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Black-violet aura swirled around Roy’s form as he readied himself for the coming assault.  He’d crossed paths with Wrath before, he’d seen the man almost singlehandedly destroy their home in Shadowreach.  Well, he would be damned if he let the man destroy this place too. 
 
    As Roy reached for his blade, a mighty gust of wind blew through the hall, causing him to wince.  A breath later, Wrath’s partner appeared in their presence, knocking Kimoura back with near blinding speed. 
 
    Roy’s first reaction was to turn and charge to her side, but Remley’s hand on his shoulder brought him pause.  An instant later, he watched as Leila rushed over, intercepting her attacker and sparing her further harm. 
 
    “Let Leila handle that one,” Remley growled, his cheery demeanor now replaced with razor-sharp focus.  “I need you here.” 
 
    Reluctantly Roy nodded, returning his gaze to the shadow adept that was stalking them down.  He hated separating from Kimoura, but he trusted in his mentor’s reasoning as well as the ability of his companions.  He had to if they were going to survive. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting too long for this...” Wrath uttered, allowing his shadow aura to flare.  “The dark gods have smiled upon me.  Your reckoning is upon you.  Now, you shall feel my WRATH!” 
 
    Tendrils of dark spirit energy erupted from the spirikai’s form, snaking through the air like living shadow as they centered in on their targets. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Shadow skill: Darkness Barrage 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy rolled to his left as a pair of shadow tendrils zeroed in on his midsection, narrowly avoiding the technique before shifting back to his feet.  Remley mirrored his movement, dodging to his right as twisting shadows darted within inches of his flesh.   
 
    Then came Kai. 
 
    The beast adept let out a bestial roar, taking his lion form as he charged Wrath’s position, deflecting the bolts of shadow with his dawnbreaker axe as he took aim at his foe.  Quinn dashed in opposite him, drawing out his bone blades and reinforcing them with earthen might.   
 
    As the pair closed in, Wrath leapt into the air, leaving a shadow-forged coffin in his wake.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Shadow Skill: Exploding sarcophagus trap 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Before Kai or Quinn could flee, the coffin door swung open, engulfing the pair in a wave of volatile shadow energy that scorched their flesh and drove them into the wall. 
 
    “Get him now, while he’s airborne!” Zyr growled as he fired off lines of explosive spider silk at Wrath.  Yoshiro followed his lead, launching his twin water serpents at the shadow adept as he ascended towards the ceiling... 
 
    Once again, Wrath was prepared. 
 
    The shadow adept spun as he reached the hall’s ceiling, channeling spirit energy into his palms as his boots met celling stone.  Then as the techniques reached him he pushed off, spiraling back towards the floor as he performed an impossibly narrow dodge. 
 
    “Shadow spear!” Wrath roared as he set his sights back on Remley, taking aim at the flame adept as shadow energy swirled around his form.  A breath later, the man’s body was transformed into a living spear of darkness, a weapon too mighty to deflect and too fast to avoid. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as the wrath spear barreled in, its black tip gleaming like fresh ink as it closed in on Remley’s chest.  Roy tried to react, tried to reach for his mentor in desperation.  It was then he realized that the time-slowing sensation he felt wasn’t just a feeling.  No, it was quite real... 
 
    And the cause was Varyon Risen. 
 
    “Brother!” Varyon shouted as he leapt in front of Rem, his movements enhanced by his trademark temporal sphere.  A breath later, the shadow spear collided with the temporal adept’s chest, shredding his innards and spraying his lifeblood across the once pristine floor. 
 
    “NOOO!” Remley shouted as his bonded brother fell before him, the light in his eyes fading fast as Wrath reassumed his natural form.   
 
    “Pity,” the shadow adept mocked as his gaze once again rested on Remley.  “I wanted him to see you die.” 
 
    Remley began to ready a counter blow, but Roy beat him to it.  With clenched teeth, the void adept dove forward, channeling divine aura into his palm as rage clouded his soul.  “Focus on this, you bastard!  DEEP FREEZE!” 
 
    Icy blue energy erupted from Roy’s palm, pooling on the floor as it took the shape of an icy pillar that he drove into Wrath’s exposed side.  For once the shadow adept winced, backpedaling as the divine power forced him away.  However, after a quick reset of his stance he managed to stop Roy’s power dead in its tracks. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that!” Wrath growled, pressing his palms into the ice as shadow energy coursed through his channels.  A breath later he shattered the icy pillar, sending shards of ice in every direction, forcing back Quinn and Kai who had begun to approach his flank. 
 
    “What the Hell do we do?!” Roy growled, falling back as Wrath began to ready another technique. 
 
    “Attack from all angles!” Remley shouted back, unable to hide the growing desperation in his voice. 
 
    The remaining wolves began to circle the shadow adept, taking aim at their foe with spirit skills ready at the tips of their fingers.  However, Wrath merely smirked, seemingly unfazed by the spiriteka that now surrounded him on all sides.  For as much as Roy didn’t dare to admit it… 
 
    Their opponent was still in complete control. 
 
    “Lets even the numbers a bit,” the shadow adept said, giving his fingers a subtle snap.  A breath later the head of his shadow phoenix jutted through the doorway, latching onto one of Zyr’s spider limbs before swiftly yanking him right out of the hall.’ 
 
    “Two down,” Wrath mocked, lifting a pair of fingers as his other hand juggled a technique.  “Who’s next?” 
 
    Foolishly Kai charged in, goaded by the man’s mocking tone and overconfident in the power of his dawnbreaker axe.  Just as quickly, he found himself unconscious and pinned to the far wall, a dozen shadowy thorns protruding from his fur. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Shadow Skill: Darkness Barrage 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    For a moment, things began to appear hopeless as Roy watched his comrades fall one by one.  Then he heard it… the voice of his mentor, a voice that always seemed to lift them out of the darkness. 
 
    “Enough!” Remley growled, eyeing Wrath with unmatched contempt as he pulled on his sleeve until his steel brotherhood insignia was visible.  “Steel brotherhood technique: Seven blades of-“ 
 
    The flame adept’s words were cut short as Wrath dove forward, grabbing Remley’s jaw in a single hand before channeling a massive amount of shadow aura into his arm and slamming the man directly into the stone floor. 
 
    Roy winced as he watched his mentor’s eyes flicker shut and his lifeblood began to pool on the floor, flowing freely from the grizzly gash in his head.  He even tried to fend off their vicious attacker, only to be tossed aside by a pulse of his shadowy aura.  
 
    As his options began to dwindle, Roy Skyworth watched as the shadow adept rose to his feet and set his sights on him…  And in that moment, in that very instant, he realized that this was a fight they could not win. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Choices 
 
    Leila Aurora Rose paced carefully around the dragon god statue, spear clutched tightly in her grasp.  On the far end of the hall, her guildmates had gone to war against the shadow adept, a struggle that would define them or leave them dead.  She wanted to be there, wanted to fight at their side with her spear.  But part of being a guild leader meant believing in her companions… for she had problems of her own to address. 
 
    “Kimoura, get ready,” the wind adept growled, trying to follow her opponent’s movements as she slipped in and out of view.  Like her, Jeska was a wind adept, a cultivator with an element that lent her a natural fleetness of foot.  However, where Leila had trained for power, it appeared Jeska had trained for speed. 
 
    “Too slow,” the wind assassin said as she dashed past Leila’s defenses, dragging her tri-blades across her abdomen before dancing back out of range.  Kimoura attempted to step in and counter but the woman again showcased her superior dexterity, landing a fade away high-kick on her forehead and staggering the light adept back. 
 
    “Damn the gods,” Leila growled, resetting her stance as Jeska once again began circling their location.  The two of them were going to be picked apart in seconds if they didn’t find a way to slow her down. 
 
    “Any ideas, Lei?” Kimoura whispered, standing shoulder to shoulder as she wiped away a line of blood trailing from her lip. 
 
    Leila scoffed, unable to hide her frustration.  “We need to find a way to slow her down so I can shove my spear down her-“ 
 
    Before the wind adept could finish, Jeska charged in again, spinning as she struck. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Wind skill: Cyclone Strike 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The assassin’s tri-clawed gauntlets danced across their flesh, shredding the flesh of both Leila and Kimoura and forcing the pair to separate.  And once again, Jeska was gone as quickly as she came, avoiding a counter blow before either woman could recover. 
 
    Blood began to trickle down the side of Leila’s face as her gaze re-centered on her nimble opponent.  Dammit, it was clear that they could not keep this dance up forever.  They were getting battered and they hadn’t so much as scratched their nimble foe.  If only they could slow her down, then perhaps they could test those likely frail defenses.  They just needed a reason to make her stop... 
 
    Suddenly an idea sparked in Leila’s mind.  “Kimoura, can you take a hit?” 
 
    The light adept nodded, her gaze resolute.  “Better than anyone.” 
 
    Leila met her gaze, conveying everything she needed to know in a single glance.  “Then take one.” 
 
    Once again, the wind assassin leapt in, darting between the two with her claws ready to strike.  However, rather than try to evade, Kimoura stepped in the woman’s path, ready to meet her head-on... 
 
    And meet her she did. 
 
    Jeska’s claws penetrated Kimoura’s shoulder, piercing the woman’s flesh and sending her lifeblood spewing across the floor.  Immediately Jeska tried to recoil the blades but the light adept refused, latching onto the woman’s wrist and holding true. 
 
    “What in Eon are you doing?!” the assassin growled, caught off guard by her suicidal technique 
 
    Kimoura merely grinned, masking her immense pain as she held the assassin close.  “Slowing you down... for this!” 
 
    A breath later, Leila charged into the fray, her body completely covered in inky black energy as her dark passenger took hold.  Jeska tried to squirm away, tried to avoid the coming barrage, but she could do little as her reckoning approached... 
 
    For in Roy’s earthen terms, she was a glass cannon... and it was time for her to shatter. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Darkbeast skill: Underworld Lance 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Black energy filled the area as Leila unveiled her mightiest technique, pouring all of her divine power into a single blow.  As she made contact her jet-black spear tore through Jeska’s midsection, annihilating her flesh and quite literally sundering the woman in two. 
 
    A breath later, her soul essence floated into the air, signifying the death of the once mighty spirikai...  and just like that, Jeska of the shadow tigers guild was no more. 
 
    “Hell of a job, Moura,” Leila said as she helped remove the tri-blade from her shoulder.  Kimoura responded with a simple smile, a gesture that carried a profound and sometimes unseen strength. 
 
    Despite their bodies being broken and bleeding, the pair of adepts reset their stances and gathered their auras, turning their attention to the battle at the hall’s far end.  They wouldn’t quit... No, they refused to stop until only the sky wolves remained standing. 
 
    Unfortunately, there weren’t many left to speak of. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy stumbled back as the shadow adept approached him, utter fear creeping up from the pit of his soul.  His companions were dwindling... Varyon was slain, Zyr had been lost to the clutches of the dark Phoenix, Kai had over a dozen holes in his flesh and Remley lay bleeding out on the cold, stone floor.  Only he, Quinn, and Yoshiro remained... and while each of them was a skilled adept in their own right, none held the skill required to down such a fearsome foe. 
 
    “One by one, they all fall,” the shadow adept mocked as he closed in on Roy’s location.  “One by one, each of you become nothing more than a fading memory lost to the ether...” 
 
    Roy grimaced before firing back at the man, taking aim at his face with an empowered strike.  Wrath caught the blow in a fist comprised completely of shadow, forcing his appendage into the ground as the void adept cried out in pain. 
 
    “Bastard!” Roy growled. 
 
    Wrath chuckled before slamming his boot into Roy’s chin, sending the void adept sprawling.  “Perhaps I am, but what will it matter if you're dead.” 
 
    Once again, Wrath raised his hand, preparing to eradicate the void adept with one of his multitude of techniques.  Unfortunately for him, the sky wolves weren’t quite finished just yet... 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Dread Hunter Skill: Bone Hammer 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    In an instant, Quinn emerged in between the pair, a weapon in his grasp that looked more like a dragon’s femur than anything else.  Without hesitation, he slammed the ivory bludgeoner into Wrath, briefly forcing the shadow adept to a knee as he let his earth energy flow. 
 
    “Get the others out of here!” Quinn growled, directing his orders at Roy as a look of profound pain came across his face.  A breath later, Wrath stood back up, knocking Quinn’s weapon away before unleashing a hellacious technique. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Shadow skill: Pain Prison  
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Dark tendrils of shadow energy rose from the floor, surrounding Quinn so tightly that the man had barely the room to breathe.  Worse, Roy could see the barbed shadows tearing at his flesh, cutting through the man’s tunic and restricting his movement so tightly that he couldn’t even pull off a technique. 
 
    Without speaking, Wrath activated a second technique. A breath later, a giant hand of shadow materialized around Yoshiro, slamming him through stone and into the neighboring hall. 
 
    Frantically, Roy’s eyes surveyed the room, unable to come to terms with what was happening.  Nearly all of his companions had fallen or were on the precipice of defeat... and yet his opponent seemed as fresh as ever. 
 
    “No, dammit!” Roy growled, unable to accept that fate.  He’d worked too hard to build something on this damned realm to see it all taken away so quickly. 
 
    Once again, Wrath smirked as he directed his palm at Roy’s chest.  “It all has to end sometime, outrealmer... Now die.” 
 
    A mighty bolt of spirit energy left the spirikai’s palm, blasting Roy in the chest and sending him careening into the far hall.  He flew through the air, soaring over the polished stone floor until body came to rest on the large, circular table, sprawled out as his lifeblood flowed free.   
 
    Was this it?  Was this where he died again...  laid out in a castle atop a mountain in another world?  He managed to glance down at the smoking hole in his midsection… perhaps it was. 
 
    Slowly, the void adept’s mind began to drift as the pain and blood loss began to take over, as the sound of Wrath’s approaching footsteps echoed in his ears.  Images appeared in his mind eye... thoughts of Kimoura, of his time with the sky wolves, of his meeting with Zekefreid, the so-called herald.  Then, something else came to the forefront... a nagging feeling that he’d felt the first time he had entered that room. 
 
    Despite the pain, Roy rolled to his stomach as his gaze centered on one of the pristine dragon statues protruding from the table’s edge. 
 
    “Grab it, boy...” Yoshiro said, his voice barely a whisper as his broken body lay crumpled on the floor.  “Grab it, and let his favor be known.” 
 
    Roy didn’t quite understand what Yoshiro was saying, but he couldn’t deny the pull he felt from the serpentine statue.  And so, with no other options left before him, Roy leaned forward and grabbed the dragon’s head... 
 
    Then everything faded to black. 
 
    Suddenly, Roy was no longer in the ivory castle.  Instead, he found himself standing in a cave of ice.  Opposite him, a fearsome creature towered over his tiny frame, imposing its icy will with its immense power and unwavering gaze. 
 
    Roy Skyworth had found himself in the presence of a dragon. 
 
    “Wha- what the Hell?  What’s going on?” 
 
    The dragon shifted, a subtle move that to Roy felt like an earthquake.  His eyes, a pair of icy crystalline orbs locked onto the void adept, peering through his flesh and directly into his soul.   
 
    Slowly, the dragon’s mouth opened, his voice deep like rolling thunder yet more elegant than forked lightning. 
 
    “Do you desire the power to save the one you love?”   
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide.  “Wait... what are you saying?  Do you mean Kimoura?!” 
 
    The dragon’s head shifted ever so slightly, a gesture that Roy could only assume was an affirmation to his question.  “You were brought here to serve, to lead a great army and fight in the name of Bahamut...  But that path is one that is walked alone.” 
 
    Roy’s cheeks reddened and his pulse quickened as the words rolled off the dragon’s tongue.  “What do you mean, alone?” Roy shouted.  “You’re saying she and the others’ll die?!” 
 
    Again, the dragon made a subtle nod.  “The adept of shadows will slay your friends, and you will be left to suffer.  Through that pain, you will build an empire of flame, one that will burn so brightly that it will extinguish shadow itself...” 
 
    Anger flooded Roy’s senses.  “So everyone I care for dies again?  Just like that?!”   
 
    Suddenly, the dragon’s maw twisted into what one could assume was a smile.  “There is another way....” 
 
    Roy stepped forward, coming within mere inches of the majestic beast.  “Tell me!” 
 
    “Take that which already flows through you... take my power and save the ones you love.” 
 
    “And... and that’s it?” Roy replied, his mind racing in a thousand directions at once, 
 
    The dragon let out a soft bellow, causing the ground to once again shake.  “There is always more, mortal.  But for now... yes.  Denounce Bahamut and accept me as your god, and the power that you need will be yours.” 
 
    Roy’s hands fell to his sides as the gravity of the situation began to weigh on his shoulders.  If what this creature said was true, then he had the ability to save the entire realm... but for what?  He’d already put duty above all else during his life on earth, and it had earned nothing but heartache and painful death.  He’d lost his wife, his daughter, his everything.  Now, he’d built something just as beautiful… and he was supposed to just throw that all away?  Was that truly his destiny once again... 
 
    Slowly, Roy raised his fists into the air, a look of resolve returning to his face. 
 
    “What say you?” the dragon asked. 
 
    Roy smiled through his pain.  “I say fuck destiny.  Give me your power.” 
 
    The dragon let out another bellow before raising on its foreclaws.  “Then speak my name...  CIPHERION!” 
 
    Roy let out a mighty roar, shouting the dragon god’s name at the top of his lungs.  A breath later, the deity lifted an icy blue claw and reached towards the void adept, pressing its tip into his bare chest.   
 
    An inescapable cold assaulted Roy’s senses, swirling around his form before attacking his body like a myriad of daggers, penetrating his flesh and soul.  Roy squeezed his eyes shut as the power began to overwhelm him, tearing at the very fabric of his existence.  Then the cold intensified and everything faded to black once more. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy opened his eyes, only to find himself back in the pinnacle once more.  His body, still bloodied and battered, was still laid out across the table.  However, something swelled within his spirit that he hadn’t felt before. 
 
    As the void adept began to sit up, his spirit scan came to life. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Divine Power enhancement underway... 
 
    Analyzing power source... 
 
    Reconfiguring energy... 
 
    Reconfiguring... 
 
      
 
    Enhancement complete! 
 
    Divine power: Deep Freeze has been upgraded! 
 
      
 
    New skill: 
 
    Divine Power: Will of Cipherion 
 
    ///////// 
 
      
 
    Moving with purpose, Roy climbed off the table and made his way through the door, icy energy dancing across his skin as he re-entered the first hall.  It was there he saw Wrath, facing off with a beaten down Leila, the man’s hand around Kimoura’s throat. 
 
    “Still breathing, I see?” The shadow adept mocked, squeezing Kimoura’s neck just a bit tighter.  “I can’t say the same for your friend here.” 
 
    “Let her go, you bastard,” Roy replied, his voice as cold as ice. 
 
    “You’re going to regret talking to me like that!” Wrath growled, taken back by the void adept’s newfound confidence.  In a show of dominance, the shadow adept hoisted Kimoura up and flung her across the room.  Leila reacted instantaneously, diving to her left and cradling Kimoura in her arms as she slid across the stone floor. 
 
    “Keep her safe,” Roy said, locking his gaze on Wrath. 
 
    A look of surprise crossed Leila’s face.  “Damnit, Roy what are you-“. Were the only words the wind adept got out before she caught sight of Roy’s icy cold stare.  After that, the hall fell silent. 
 
    Roy and Wrath stood face to face, surrounded by the bodies of his fallen comrades and overseen by the statues of the four dragon gods.  A mystique began to permeate the air as if unseen forces were watching the events of the pinnacle transpire from above...  
 
    Then the pair unleashed their spirits and went to war. 
 
    Wrath was the first to act, charging forward as shadowy tendrils formed at his sides.  To him, Roy was a mere fledgling adept, an opponent to be dominated and dismissed... 
 
    Unfortunately for him, he had little knowledge of the power Roy now possessed. 
 
    “You’ve destroyed my home and attacked my family...  those are things I can never forgive!”  As Roy spoke, the icy blue energy within him began to swirl around his body, strengthening with every word.  “And now you’ve come for me...  Well, it’s time you felt some wrath of your own.  Cipherion’s will!” 
 
    As Wrath closed in, Roy’s body exploded with light.  The icy aura around him transformed, taking the form of a translucent blue dragon as it encapsulated his form.  The spirit energy in his palm underwent a transformation of its own, taking the form of an icy long sword that gleamed with unmatched power... an exact replica of Cipherion’s tooth. 
 
    Sensing the sudden shift in energy, Wrath tried to reverse course.  However, there would be no escape from a dragon’s will.  Closing the distance, Roy leapt forward and cut through Wrath‘a defenses, plunging the weapon into the shadow adept’s chest.  A breath later, dozens of icy spires exploded out of the shadow adept’s back, annihilating the adept in a way that only a dragon could. 
 
    And once again, the chamber filled with silence. 
 
    Roy dropped to his knees in exhaustion as Cipherion’s power began to fade, returning to its dormant state within his spirit.  Truthfully, he couldn’t believe he was still conscious.  The strain on his aura had felt so immense for those few short seconds… it was so great that he was certain another attempted strike would’ve literally tore the fabric of his soul asunder. 
 
    As the void adept began to collect himself, he eyed Kimoura struggling to her feet. “Roy...” she stammered, making her way towards him.  “What in Bahamut’s shiny scales did you do?”  
 
    Roy began to respond, but a sudden burst of shadow energy stole the words out of his mouth.  He watched in horror as the decimated body of Wrath rose to its feet, held together with shadow aura like a shambling corpse.  He took aim at him with a final technique as his innards spilled out through his shadow stitching.  “You destroyed my body, foolish voidling... but you’ve failed to eradicate my soul.  Now die!  Shadow skill: underworld ser-“ 
 
    Wrath’s words and his technique were suddenly cut short as a sword blade pierced his one remaining eye.  A breath later, the man fell lifeless to the ground, revealing the newly resurrected form of Varyon Risen, Roy’s katana held firmly in his grasp.   
 
    Slowly, the temporal adept knelt beside Wrath as the fallen adept’s soul essence rose into the air.  “I once thought you a brother, but you showed me what a brother was not...  so I thank you.” 
 
    Physically exhausted and spiritually drained, Roy tried to hang on as he processed what had happened, as his companions began to stir.  But with nothing left to give, the void adept collapsed into his back with arms outstretched... and then, he finally let darkness take hold. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Days later, the group of adepts found themselves seated around the large, ornate table, a table once used by the council of claws.  At its head sat Leila, her dark passenger now uncaged on her arm and now fully under her control.  To her right were Remley, Quinn and Kai.  And to her right sat Varyon, Jakki and Zyr. 
 
    During their bout with Wrath, Jakki had gone into hiding with the cryofox pup, burrowing themselves into a crevice in the statue of Radeon.  Zyr, however, had suffered some unquestionably grizzly wounds.  As the fight went on, the chimera adept had been quite literally plucked out of the castle before being mauled by Wrath’s spirit summon.  However, when the dust had settled the others found Zyr clinging to life atop the castle’s roof.  When asked about how he survived, the chimera adept merely gave his cohorts a toothy grin, keeping his secrets well hidden. 
 
    Yoshiro sat in the far corner of the room, leaning back in his chair as he fought to keep from dozing.  And at the far end of the table sat the group’s power couple, Kimoura and Roy.  Through their journey to the pinnacle, the pair’s bond had grown stronger than either of them could have imagined.  That strength shined through in the direst of situations when Roy chose her fate over that of the realms.  Was it a mistake?  He wasn’t sure... but at least he’d have Kimoura at his side to find out. 
 
    “So...” Leila said, drawing the group's attention. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “I’d say rest would be a wonderful choice,” Remley replied, leaning back in his chair.  “We did just travel the entire northern reaches before having a spirikai wipe the floors with us.” 
 
    “And it was wonderful... violent and wonderful!” Jakki added, drawing a chuckle from Rem. 
 
    Suddenly Varyon rose from his seat, a look of contemplation on his thin, angular face.  “Despite everything that’s happened, despite all the trials we’ve faced, we were all brought here together.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Kimoura added, raising a wrapped fist into the air.  “We’re a family.” 
 
    “A family without a home,” Quinn interjected, gnashing on his reed. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Roy said. “What about here?” 
 
    The others began to survey the hall, the notion quickly bringing more questions than answers.  Remley however, began to grin.  “It would give us time to explore this damned castle.  According to my father, this place holds many secrets.” 
 
    Roy knew that more than anyone.  Somehow, he’d briefly used one of the castle’s many statues to commune with what he assumed was a damned god.  How much that had to do with his divine power and what involvement Yoshiro had remained to be seen, but he intended on finding out. 
 
    Kai leaned forward, pounding an enthusiastic fist on the table.  “It could also lend us an advantage against those damn adepts of the veil.” 
 
    “It’s settled then,” Leila declared, once again drawing the group's attention.  Moving with purpose, the wind adept reached into her tunic and pulled out a piece of parchment, unrolling it across the table’s center.  “I’m tired of being chased.  We rally here until we can make our move against the spiders.  Now get your names on the guild charter, my wolves... because the pinnacle is no more.” 
 
    “It is?” Remley asked. 
 
    Leila nodded.  “The pinnacle is gone.  On this mountaintop now stands the Sky Wolves Guild Hall!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    In the darkest of dungeons beneath the city of Shadowreach, Seline Bonaduce sat alone.  Bound by chains and a number of spirit shackles, the woman sat in a cell by her lonesome, both her aura and her dragon spirit caged deep within her core. 
 
    The passage of time had been lost to the silver flame adept, a side effect of her imprisonment and the absence of light.  Truly, the only thing she had left was hope... and even that was quickly fleeting. 
 
    The slightest of sounds met Seline’s ears, causing the woman to perk up.  Often the only visitor she had was a dark adept delivering her daily meal. It was also possible that Blackstar had returned for more of his ruthless interrogation, but she couldn’t let that possibility infiltrate her thoughts... not with her hope hanging by such a thin line of thread. 
 
    Suddenly, the atmosphere in front of her shifted, creating a distorted image in front of her eyes.  That image solidified, taking the form of a ghostly woman with an otherworldly sprite attached to her arm. 
 
    “Ezry!” Seline whispered as tears began to swell in her eyes.  “Your alive!” 
 
    Without speaking, the blade dancer pressed her lips into Seline’s, blinking away tears of her own.  “I’m sorry it took so long to find you.  I looked everywhere.  I tried-“ 
 
    “Shhhh,” Seline interrupted, pressing her head against her lover’s shoulder.  “It’s fine... the view is actually lovely down here.” 
 
    Ezry let out an awkward chuckle before placing her hand on Seline’s chin.  “Well, I hate to break it to you, but your vacation’s over.” 
 
    Seline’s eyes lit up as Ezry lifted her hand, revealing an intricate set of runic keys.  A breath later, her expression morphed into one of resolve...  She was going to make Jeryn Blackstar pay for not killing her.               
 
    It was time to set the glorious silver dragon free. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jeryn Blackstar stood stoically atop his darksteel fortress, surveying the city that he had come to claim.  Thousands of adepts from the dark guilds had gathered within the city’s walls, along with hundreds of more darkbeasts under their command.  It was truly a formidable force, and yet... those closest to him had left his side. 
 
    Varyon had renounced his allegiance and left to join their sworn enemies, an outcome that had always lingered in the back of Jeryn’s mind.  Wrath however, had simply vanished... abandoning his post at the height of their success.  But why?  Had he failed to breed the weakness out of those he held close?  Well, if he did return then he’d pay the price... 
 
    As Blackstar pondered the failures of his disciples, a strange power signature caught his eye.  In the distance, a cloud of devilish aura made its way over the city wall... and within it, a sight that truly left him in awe.  Making its way into Shadowreach was one of the legendary darkbeasts, Grimegore, a being spoken only spoken about in veil legend.  And on its back was none other than the devil adept himself, Ayzeth Kaito. 
 
    “The prodigal son has returned,” Blackstar muttered, his face stretching into a grin.  Perhaps it was time for a new second in command after all. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Zekefreid the sky shadow trudged across Bahamut’s observatory, still in a state of disbelief.  How?!  How could one of the outrealmers that he had hand-picked turn allegiances so quickly?  And to Cipherion, that smug, self-indulgent ass of a dragon god? 
 
    “This is preposterous...” Zekefreid muttered, frustration evident in his usual smooth voice. 
 
    “And yet, it is...” Bahamut responded, his voice nearly knocking Zeke off his feet. 
 
    Zekefreid sighed.  “So what now, Bahamy?  Shall I go down there and make him pay for his poor choices?”  The sky shadow drew his blade and stepped towards the portal, ready to make his dive towards the realm. 
 
    “No,” Bahamut replied.  “Cipherion has made his claim, and that is something I will deal with.” 
 
    Zekefreid furrowed his brow.  “Then what of your champion?” 
 
    For the first time in nearly a millennia, the corner of the Dragon God’s mouth curved into what was the beginning of a smile.  “There is another.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The end of 
 
    Sorrows of Starlight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Roy Skyworth’s Character Sheet 
 
      
 
    Name:  Roy Skyworth 
 
    Void Adept 
 
    Rank: 3rd 
 
    Specialization: Dark Vanguard 
 
    Divine Power: Cipherion’s Will 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    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 120% to rank 4 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    1 Phoenix City Police Badge 
 
    The Void Claw 
 
    1 Arc Launcher 
 
    1 Chimera Core 
 
    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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