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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Guild Hall of the Steel Brotherhood, The realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    Varyon Risen, apprentice guardian of the steel brotherhood guild stood alone against the approaching shadows.  At his back were the guild’s last remaining survivors...  a smith, a tailor, an aspiring runecrafter and an alchemist weary with age.  Each of them were guild members by trade, though none were fit for combat... well, none except him, and he was but a lowly apprentice. 
 
    Their odds were not good. 
 
    Varyon steadied himself in the doorway of the storage hall where they’d hidden, fists raised in a fighting pose.  He silently cursed himself, wishing he’d foregone hand to hand combat and begun his weapon training earlier.  Now all of the weaponmasters were dead and he only had his own martial skill to rely on, to fend off the approaching assassins in black. 
 
    “Young Varyon, please... leave us to our fate,” the old alchemist said, his voice soft and frail.  “There is no reason for you to throw your life away.” 
 
    “Enough of that talk,” Varyon snapped back, his long black hair flying into his face with the turn of his head.  “I will not leave you to die.  You are all that remains of the steel brotherhood.  I will not abandon-“ 
 
    Suddenly, Varyon’s words were cut short by a pair of footsteps outside the door.  Everyone in the room collectively held their breath, praying to Bahamut that the intruders would move on, that they would ignore the simple wooden door at the end of the storage hall.  If they perished, then there would be no one left to account for the massacre of their guild. 
 
    Silence lingered in the air like an ominous force, as if it were a prelude to the danger that awaited behind the door.  It took Varyon a moment to realize that he hadn’t resumed breathing, his fists clenched so tightly that his knuckles had gone white. 
 
    Suddenly, a blast of dark energy tore through the door, leaving splinters scattered of wood about Varyon’s feet.  The others screamed and clutched at one another, but the apprentice guardian stood firm, fighting off the wave of fear that had begun to creep into his soul. 
 
    In the doorway emerged two figures clad entirely in black, splatters of blood strewn across their tunics and thin silver blades held tightly in their hands. The intruders carefully entered the room, torchlight gleaming off their weapons. 
 
    “Leave them alone,” Varyon pleaded, his body shaking inside his thin suit of mail.  “They’re innocent!” 
 
    “Ah, but your guild elders were not...” one of the men replied, his voice cryptic. 
 
    “Must the entire guild pay for their mistakes?” Varyon replied, his voice cracking as he spoke.  He thought it ridiculous that so many should have to pay for the mistakes of the few, mistakes that he wasn’t even fully aware of. 
 
    One of the assassins chuckled.  “After you take your last breath... there will be no guild.” 
 
    Without hesitation, the man in black lunged forward, thrusting his blade at Varyon’s heart.  Varyon’s instincts kicked in and he sidestepped the blow before lunging in himself, latching his hands onto his attacker’s wrist before launching a headbutt into the man’s face.  As the man recoiled, Varyon ripped the blade out of his attacker’s hand and held it high, falling into a defensive posture. 
 
    The other assassin let out a laugh.  “Well done, little one... well done.  Finally, someone in this guild is showing a little heart.  Pity that it’s too little, too late.” 
 
    Black energy began to envelop the assassin as he spoke, covering him in a thin, translucent cloak of darkness...  his spirit aura.  He looked less like a human now and more like a beast born of shadow. 
 
    Suddenly, the second assassin began his assault, striking out with his blade at an angle.  Varyon stepped forth to parry, but the man’s enhanced strike proved far too powerful to defend.  Blades clashed and the assassin’s weapon forced itself past Varyon’s defenses before piercing his armor and plunging directly into his chest. 
 
    “N-no,” Varyon choked out as blood began to pool in the corners of his mouth.  He couldn’t die... not like this.  His final breath would not only be his own but that of the guilds... a brotherhood that had existed for centuries! 
 
    “I’m afraid so, little one,” the assassin replied, quietly watching Varyon writhe on the end of his blade.  His spirit aura began to fade, barely visible as tiny tendrils of shadow danced across his arms. 
 
    Feeling a sudden surge of rage, Varyon forced himself farther onto the sword and jabbed his stolen blade forward, piercing his killer’s eye with its tip.  He knew it was a hopeless effort, but if he was going to die then dammit, he’d die fighting! 
 
    The assassin roared in pain before withdrawing his weapon and slashing Varyon across the face, sniffing out the last bit of life that remained in the young apprentice.  Nursing his injury, the man spat in the young guardian’s direction, content with letting the fool bleed out on the floor.  Varyon writhed and convulsed on the floor, but death came for him rather quickly… perhaps an act of mercy from the gods.  For in his cold dead eyes reflected a sight that would’ve broken him... the sight of his comrades cowering as the assassin raised his blade and unleashed his wrath. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments later, the pair of assassins stood at the center of the old storage hall, the air thick with the stench of death.  Bodies and blood lay strewn about the floor, the final victims of the once mighty steel brotherhood... a guild that was no more. 
 
    As the assassins gathered their tools and wiped them clean, a third figure entered the room.  He moved silently as he made his way to the assassins, his boots gliding above the blood and carnage that lay littered about.   This newcomer towered over the others with a commanding presence, his very aura permeating the air with fear.  Dressed in robes darker than night, he surveyed the carnage behind the guise of his hood with eyes that swirled like living shadow. 
 
    “It is done then?” the man said, his voice commanding and deep. 
 
    Both assassins quickly dropped to a knee as one of them uttered, “Yes, my lord. 
 
    “Though not without a cost, it seems,” the man continued.  A pale hand emerged from the hood and caressed the assassin’s heavily damaged eye. 
 
    “It is... nothing,” the assassin replied, dipping his head shamefully.  However, the hooded man appeared quite interested.   
 
    “Who did this to you?” 
 
    With remorse, the assassin pointed to the corpse of Varyon Risen.  “That one, my lord.  He proved to have a bit more... fight in him than the others.” 
 
    Slowly and methodically the hooded man approached Varyon’s corpse, his shadowy eyes inspecting the body with morbid curiosity.  A flicker of dark energy emerged from the man’s hand as leaned down, placing a hand on Varyon’s chest.   After several seconds of deliberation, he finally uttered “Take this one,” a vile grin forming beneath the guise of his hood.  “And ensure his body isn’t harmed any further.” 
 
    One of the assassins grew brave enough to give him a curious look.  “Shall we see this corpse to the necromancer, my lord?” 
 
    “No,” he calmly replied.  “Take his body to my chambers... I believe he will serve as a perfect candidate… for the undying wraith.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Last Patrol 
 
      
 
    5:27 A.M.  Home, Earth Realm 
 
      
 
    Roy’s fists slammed into the vinyl punching bag, leaving shallow impressions as each shot landed with impeccable precision.  The bag swayed with each successive strike, casting a shadow that moved around the dimly lit room as it absorbed blow after mighty blow.  Much of the world still laid asleep at this early hour, but for Roy Skyworth, his fighter’s soul had already ignited.  
 
    Sweat began to build on his brow as he unleashed his fury upon the hanging bag, striking his target with a pair of vicious hooks before sending the bag spinning with a powerful high kick. 
 
    Though Roy spent most of his day in the streets, these early pre-dawn hours were his. Each morning he rose, accompanied only by darkness as he made his way down the old wooden stairs to his unfinished basement.  It was in that alcove that he’d spent countless hours straining his muscles, performing masterful strikes that had now become second nature.  He needed this time, not just to hone his body, but to calm his soul.  He needed to soothe the anger inside of him, to quell the dark thoughts that threatened to eat him alive. He just had to be strong enough….  
 
    For his body was a weapon, like a finely-crafted blade… and all blades needed sharpening. 
 
      
 
    6:35 A.M. 
 
      
 
    A short time later, Roy stood in the doorway of his daughter Karina’s room as the first rays of sunlight began to creep in through the window.  She was still in her bed, fast asleep and not likely to wake until long after her father had departed for work.  In his eyes, she was the embodiment of perfection, the source of his motivation and one of the main reasons he’d chosen to wear the badge… to protect and serve. 
 
    The young officer let his gaze linger on the little girl for a moment longer before carefully and quietly exiting the room.  Roy made his way down the white, paint-chipped hall and headed towards the front door, but paused as something caught his eye on the way out. Lying there on the old sofa was his wife Jen, fast asleep and with a blanket pulled tightly around her shoulders. 
 
    Roy sighed.  The two had once been deeply in love but had grown distant in recent months, something that he mostly blamed on himself. Times when she needed comfort he was distant, and times she needed patience he had none.   It was as if the evil and depravity he’d witnessed as an officer had left his nerves permanently frayed.  He was just... he was just so damn angry all the time! 
 
    Roy knew that she wanted to leave him, he could see the signs.  And who could blame her?  He was broken...  but he wasn’t ready to give up.  If he gave it everything he had, then maybe he could rebuild their relationship, could prove he was still the man she had married.  Maybe he’d start tonight with flowers after work, a simple gesture to show her that he still cared.  Jen has always loved daisies... 
 
    Roy gave his wife a final glance of admiration before finally sneaking out the door.  Perhaps he wasn’t too broken to fix this. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7:59 A.M.  The Station 
 
      
 
    Roy stood in front of a long row of painted metal lockers as he fastened a missed button on his navy police uniform.  Some of the other officers made small talk as they donned vests, laced boots, and holstered weapons, a few of them making remarks at Roy.  He smiled and nodded back in agreement, feigning enough interest to keep them from bothering him any further.   
 
    It wasn’t that Roy disliked his colleagues…. In fact, he typically dished out whatever they gave him tenfold.  But after his early morning introspection, he needed some time to think, to center himself before dark thoughts led him back to a place of anger.  He needed silence. 
 
    The officer paused in front of one of the room’s steel mirrors as he put the finishing touches on his uniform, triple-checking to make certain all of his equipment was secured.  He was a tall man with a lean muscular frame, angular features, and a square jaw.  The black hair atop his head was neatly cropped, though his chin always showed signs of stubble.  Most notable were Roy’s piercing green eyes, which he often hid behind a pair of aviator sunglasses. 
 
    Satisfied with his appearance, the officer took a deep breath, set his jaw and pressed his fingers to his temple.  A familiar, translucent interface appeared in the officer’s vision, feeding him data about his surroundings as his gaze shifted about the room.  He narrowed his eyes at one of the men leaving the locker room and a small window of information appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Officer Kai Blaine 
 
    Threat level: N/A 
 
      
 
    Physical capabilities: (data locked) 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    As an officer of the Phoenix City Police Force, Roy had been fitted with a standard issue neuro-implant.  This device connected directly to his optical nerves, enhancing his vision with an interface that provided information on possible threats, nearby resources and locations of interest.  With the implant, Roy could scan a man and gain a readout of his identity, an assessment of his strength, a list of past offenses and even alerts for any weapons that a potential suspect may possess.   
 
    It was a revolutionary piece of technology, an item that had given law enforcement an edge on streets that had grown increasingly dangerous.  Developed by the Axion corporation, the implant had been named the {Sentry Scan}, or Sentry for short. 
 
    Roy removed his fingers from his temple and slipped them into one of his pockets.  Now that the Sentry was active, it would remain up until he chose to deactivate its abilities.  
 
    “Trying to sneak a scan on me, asshole?” Kai said, noticing the odd look Roy had given him.  “You don’t honestly think you can take me, do you?” 
 
    Roy shook his head.  “I don’t need this thing to tell me I can whoop your ass,” he replied in all seriousness, drawing a curt smile onto Kai’s face. 
 
    “Next time it’s you and me, Skyworth,” Kai reiterated as he exited the room.  The two of them had sparred dozens of times in the gym before.  Kai was a rather skilled boxer, and Roy had a decorated martial arts background going all the way back to his childhood, which led to a few interesting exchanges between the men. 
 
    Roy turned, taking a final look in the mirror near his locker before nearly stumbling backward over the nearby bench. 
 
    “The hell?” he wiped his eyes, peering into his reflection with disbelief.  For a second, Roy was certain he saw something… a pair of eyes staring back at him.  Watching him.  He kept his eyes on the mirror for several seconds, waiting to see if the vision returned. 
 
    Finally, he let out an exhaustive sigh and slammed the locker shut.  It was too damn early in the morning to be seeing things.  Shaking off the bizarre feeling, he straightened his vest, adjusted the holster of his gun, and headed out towards briefing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    1:17 P.M. The Streets of Phoenix City 
 
      
 
    “We need all available units to the corner of Blair Street and 65th, warehouse district!  Officer down!  I repeat, officer down!”  Roy’s muscles tensed as his scanner crackled to life, causing him to slam on the gas of their police cruiser.  He’d been on the force long enough to witness some pretty messed up sights, but the frantic voice coming over his scanner still managed to get his heart pounding. 
 
    Roy felt that feeling of nervous anticipation creeping into his chest as he sped through a red light and barreled down a near-empty street.  Officer down… these were the type of calls you never wanted to hear.  Someone had attacked one of his own, had put the lives of one of his brothers in jeopardy… and they were going to pay.  
 
    Roy’s knuckles went white as he steered his cruiser through the district’s back streets, hand tightly gripping the wheel as he spun it clockwise, forcing the car into a hard right.  He was nearly there. 
 
    A moment later the cruiser screeched to a halt as Roy pulled into the lot of a seemingly abandoned warehouse, its windows shattered and the cracked cement surrounding the building littered with old bullet casings. 
 
    The sun glistened off the officer’s badge as he leaped out of the car.  He was tall and lean, his body hardened and eyes alert.  With haste, he fell into a crouch as he made his way towards the building’s entrance.  Protocol stated that he should wait for backup before engaging with the perp likely hiding in the warehouse, but he just couldn’t do that.  One of his fellow officers had been put down and even a moment’s hesitation could prove the difference between life and death. 
 
    “R-Roy...” a labored voice managed to force out as the officer passed through the entrance of the warehouse, drawing his attention to the far side of the room.  There, leaning against a pile of debris was the injured officer, his hands gripping his stomach as blood began to pool in his lap. 
 
    “Kai!” Roy shouted, rushing over to apply pressure to the man’s apparent knife wound.  It pained him to see Kai in a position like this.  Normally, the thin, long-haired officer walked around with an air of quiet confidence about him. Now, he sat powerless as the color slowly drained from his cheeks.  “What the hell happened?” Roy demanded, mustering his resolve. 
 
    “I got a call… Saw someone inside the warehouse... th-thought it was just some kids,” Kai stammered.  “Th-the guy jumped me.  I barely even saw anything before-” 
 
    “Alright, just breath, dammit,” Roy spat as he helped apply pressure to the wound.  “Help’s on the way… and when you get patched up you owe me a beer, maybe two.  You know better than going into shitholes like this alone.”   
 
    Roy crouched there next to Kai as the man took over applying pressure to his wound.  He’d taken a solid hit, but from what Roy could tell he wasn’t in any mortal danger. 
 
    Kai began to prattle on about his wound through clenched teeth, but the words went in and out of Roy’s ears as he gazed about the room, using his Sentry interface to search for any signs of the attacker.  He spied empty beer bottles, broken glass, an overturned table, but nothing that gave him a clue to the attacker’s whereabouts… 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of hurried footsteps caught his attention. He turned and gazed upwards, immediately noticing a man dashing across one of the intersecting metal bridges above.  Roy looked to Kai, who gave him a nod of approval and he dashed off after the assailant. 
 
    “Freeze!” Roy yelled, rising to his feet as he reached for his gun.  The man paused, giving the officer the slightest of glances before bolting across the bridge and into a nearby door.  Without thinking, Roy ran to the nearest set of rusty stairs and ascended to the second level, dashing across the bridge in pursuit. 
 
    “I said freeze, asshole!” he yelled again, gaining ground on the would-be attacker.  Judging by the way the man was running, Roy knew he could catch him, and he’d be damned if he was going to sit there and watch a potential cop killer get away. 
 
    The officer reached the room and forced the door open with his shoulder, holding his pistol firmly in both hands as his eyes quickly scanned every corner.  Realizing that the man had moved on, he bolted over to the next set of doors and burst inside. 
 
    There! 
 
    “Stop or I’ll shoot!” Roy yelled as he took aim at the assailant’s back, a scruffy-looking man in a white tank top and a knife tucked into his belt.  The man came to a stop as Roy disengaged his safety, raising both hands into the air while still facing the opposite direction.  It took everything Roy had to not pull the trigger and end the man right there. 
 
    Suddenly, the sentry’s interface came to life as it scanned the man’s body mass. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Axel Ward 
 
    Threat level: 6 
 
      
 
    Physical capabilities: (estimated based on scanned body-mass index and vital signs) 
 
    Strength: 6 
 
    Speed: 5 
 
    Vitality 5 
 
      
 
    Weapons: 
 
    Serrated Knife 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    A list of prior convictions appeared in a separate window, but Roy blinked them away as he began to move in.   
 
    “Slowly drop to your knees while keeping your hands raised above your head, “ Roy began to instruct when a second man emerged from the corner, burly and hooded and wielding a broken metal pipe. 
 
    Roy tried to turn on the man, but the pipe came crashing down, slamming into his hands and sending the gun spiraling across the floor.   
 
    So damned overzealous! Roy thought as he watched his gun slide under a nearby desk, quickly regretting his decision to rush into the room.  He couldn’t dwell on it though, not facing down two armed attackers. 
 
    The officer fell into a fighting stance as he let his martial instincts take over.  His fears washed away as more adrenaline flooded him and his muscles tightened.  There was no time to flee and no one to help him.  The only way out of this was to beat these men. 
 
    A second window appeared in Roy’s interface. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Robert “Bo” Bojack 
 
    Threat level: 7 
 
      
 
    Physical capabilities: (estimated) 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Speed: 4 
 
    Vitality: 6 
 
      
 
    Weapons:  
 
    Steel pipe 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    It happened in an instant.  The burly man lurched forward as Roy blinked the information away, taking a swing at his head with the pipe.  Roy ducked the blow with ease, dropping down before catching the man with a hard right hook to the gut.  As the fool began to double over in pain, Roy caught him with a solid uppercut to the chin, sending him crashing into the wall. 
 
    The second assailant used this as a distraction to leap at Roy with his knife, stabbing wildly at the officer’s midsection with his serrated blade.  The first attack missed but the second found its mark on Roy’s stomach, tearing through Kevlar and piercing the officer’s soft flesh underneath.   
 
    The officer’s combat instincts kicked in and he reached down, grabbing the man’s wrist with both hands and preventing the blade from sinking in any further.  A sharp pain coursed through Roy’s midsection as he struggled with the man, but he clenched his jaw and pressed on.  He was not going to get wasted by some street scum in an abandoned warehouse.  He refused! 
 
    With a sudden burst of strength, Roy forced the tip of the knife out of his stomach and gave its wielder’s wrist a twist, causing him to lose his grip on the blade.  The man’s expression immediately soured as he realized the predicament he was in, but there was no escaping.... not after what he had done. 
 
    Roy slammed his right fist into the man’s face, catching him with a perfect right cross before following it up with a left hook to the cheek and another right hand to the temple.  The man’s eyes began to glaze over as his body crashed to the floor, his head firmly removed from his senses.  More fists began to rain down as Roy climbed atop the man, punching him until his face was hardly recognizable, until he was certain that the man wouldn’t be getting back up. 
 
    Slowly, Roy rose to his feet and gave the torn skin on his knuckles a quick glance, then immediately prodded at the wound on his stomach.  Thankfully, the blade hadn’t made it any further than an inch, otherwise, he may have been the one lying on the floor in an unconscious heap. 
 
    Roy’s mind started to settle as his adrenaline began to wane.  Engaging in open combat was such a rush, but what he’d done had been foolish and could have very well gotten him killed...  He’d let his emotions take over… it had led him to this.  Still, it would be hard to argue with the fact that he’d just brought down two potential cop killers.  With a deep exhale, Roy reached for the pair of cuffs on his belt and leaned down towards the man lying at his feet…  That’s precisely when he heard the click of his pistol. 
 
    “God damn pigs always nosin’ where they don’t belong,” Bo, the burly man said as he climbed off the floor with Roy’s gun in his grasp.  “I didn’t want to have to do this. I really didn’t,” a wicked grin began to spread across his face.  “But that don’t mean I won’t enjoy it some.” 
 
    Slowly, the officer raised his hands into the air and turned to face the man.  Despite Bo’s threats, he could see the conflict, the indecision etched into his expression.  “You wanna be a damn cop killer?” Roy asked, all the while inching his way towards the gunman.  “You know this place will be swarming with blue in seconds.  You’ll never walk away from this.” 
 
    The man gave his head a dismissive shake as blood continued to pour from his nose and that deranged smile spread even wider.  He had this bizarre, otherworldly look in his eyes that had Roy wondering if he was possessed.   
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” Bo replied.  “I’m no idiot... this is the end of the line for me,” he rubbed his finger tenderly across the gun’s barrel as the sound of sirens began to echo through the windows.  “And it’s the end for you.”   
 
    Roy lunged forward and grabbed onto the weapon, trying to shove its barrel towards the ground.  His thoughts had given way to pure instinct, his body fighting in a last-ditch effort to survive. 
 
    The officer quickly overpowered his assailant, forcing the weapon down with a violent shove.  His opponent was strong, sure, but Roy’s abilities were miles ahead.  Years of training would soon prove Roy’s superiority over his noticeably sloppier foe. 
 
    The officer stepped forward, preparing to throw the man to the ground when something in his vision brought his movements to a halt…  For the second time that day, Roy stared into a pair of piercing, black eyes.  The eyes floated just beyond the far end of the room, hovering on an old piece of sheet metal like a strange reflection.  They drew Roy in, sclera sparkling as if tiny galaxies sat within those ever-watching orbs. 
 
    For a split second, Roy dropped his guard. 
 
    Suddenly Bo raised the gun and squeezed the trigger, unloading a round into Roy’s chest, sending a wave of pain rippling through his body and forcing the air out of his lungs.  He staggered backward, leaning against the window as he struggled to remain upright amidst the pain. 
 
    The gun fired again, and another bullet ripped past him, shattering the window at his back.  Roy’s eyes met his attackers for the briefest of seconds, and in that time, at that moment… he knew he would fall. 
 
    The man pulled the trigger for a third time, pumping another bullet directly into Roy.  The impact staggered the officer, causing him to stumble backward as his vision briefly darkened with pain.  His back passed through the open window and soon the rest of his body followed, jagged pieces of broken glass slicing at his flesh. 
 
    And then he was falling, plummeting out of the broken window as his bullet-riddled body rushed towards the ground below.  Feelings of utter devastation consumed him as he fell... he’d tried to live a life that was just and noble.  But lately, he’d been little more than an angry, broken soul… one that was going to succumb to an equally violent death.  Thoughts of his daughter began to fill his mind as the wind whipped by, thoughts of a relationship with his wife that he was never able to mend.   
 
    In an instant, the unforgiving pavement greeted Roy’s body.  A gruesome crescendo of shattering bones filled his ears and his precious lifeblood began to flow like a river…but he felt none of it.  Only the sounds of death held him close as his vision left him, and his existence faded to black… 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As the flames of his life extinguished, Roy’s soul began its journey through the Eons, seeking shelter in the eternal silence of time and space.  His soul traveled across the cosmos, fading with time, diminishing as it reached its journey’s end….  
 
    Then came a spark.   
 
    The fighter’s soul of Roy Skyworth refused to die, a flickering flame fueled by anger, burning on sheer force of will.  It grew brighter, denying itself the silence of death until finally, his flame reignited…. 
 
    And unto another realm, Roy was reborn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Reborn 
 
      
 
    The Wilds, The Realm of Eon 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stars filled the open skies as the world sat silent and still, save for the sound of waves crashing against the rocky shore.  The surrounding area had been evacuated with the coming of night, leaving nothing but the beasts of darkness to roam and to hunt. 
 
    The twisted shoreline nearby began to vanish as a strange fog overtook the area, a miasma so thick that it could cloud the vision of the gods themselves.  It lingered there for several moments, fighting the push and pull of the wind, holding fast until finally it dissipated, leaving a creature in its wake. 
 
    At the edge of the shore that creature laid still, a man with his body strewn across the grass as if he’d been errantly tossed there and left to rot.  His clothes were in tatters and his face was pale with eyes tightly shut... the man appeared quite dead.  
 
    Several seconds of eerie stillness passed until finally the man’s chest rose with labored breaths as he sucked in the air of this unfamiliar place... as he breathed in life. 
 
    Finally, Roy Skyworth began to open his eyes. 
 
    What the hell? was the only thought Roy could muster as he sat up and ran his hands through the soft grass at his side.  Seconds ago, he was in the warehouse district plummeting to his untimely death, but now... now he didn’t where the hell he was. 
 
    Slowly and methodically, Roy rose to his feet and inspected his surroundings, trying to gain a grasp on reality, to make sense of it all.  He found himself on a grassy embankment covered in strange black wildflowers with blood-red centers.  Behind him, a river rushed along a curvy embankment, its waters tinted with an unnatural crimson hue. 
 
    And then there was the fog. 
 
    In front of Roy were rows of thick trees with bark the color of charcoal, barely visible through the thick, all-consuming fog that seemed to surround the immediate area.  The substance seemed almost palpable as it encompassed everything it touched, swallowing the ground itself and consuming everything within its reach like the wall of a creeping storm.   
 
    Roy studied the strange fog for a moment, but it didn’t appear to be encroaching on him at a terribly fast pace.  Still, the sight of it left him a strange, unsettling feeling that lingered in his chest. Ah well.  If it got too close, he would just have to flee towards the river. 
 
    Finally getting his bearings, Roy removed his shirt and vest and began inspecting the wounds he received at the warehouse.  To his amazement, his body seemed relatively unscathed.  Even if his Kevlar vest had stopped the bullets, he should’ve had some substantial bruising forming on his chest, but nothing.  And the knife wound, the cuts from the glass… they were gone! 
 
    “Am… am I dead?” Roy muttered to himself, trying to wrap his head around everything.  He was certain he remembered smacking the ground and shattering every bone in his body, but… 
 
    Quick, shallow breaths began to exit Roy’s mouth as he remembered falling from the open window.  Sweat building, he scrambled for his phone.  He needed to see something, the date, the time, anything that could ground him before his mind wandered any further. 
 
    The screen was black, the device devoid of any power. 
 
    “Dammit!” Roy growled, shoving the item back into his belt.  He took another quick glance around, hoping to spot something that might lead him in the direction towards civilization, but his vision was obstructed by that damn fog... 
 
    Suddenly Roy’s Sentry interface flickered back to life, scanning the surrounding area through his vision.  He tried to pull up data on his whereabouts. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Location: Unknown 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy shook his head in frustration.  Without a ton of options in front of him, the officer reached for his radio and began to call out.  “Kai?  Anyone? Can you hear me?”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Disgruntled, Roy shook his head and placed the radio back on his belt.  Maybe he was dead and this was his Hell, his lost soul forced to wander alone forever more on the shores of this damned beach.  Well, it did beat fire and brimstone… but no.  He had no way to be certain but a feeling in his gut told him that this wasn’t Hell.  It was… something else.  Still, Roy didn’t know what was going on, and he was tired of standing around treading water.  It was time to get moving. 
 
    Moments passed as the lost officer made his way down the edge of the river, steering just clear of the thick fog as he looked for signs of life.  It seemed quite odd that not a single creature had stirred since he’d arrived at this place, insect or otherwise.  Still, he trudged on determined to make sense of- 
 
    Roy paused as the sound of a low growl caught his ear, a snarl so guttural that it made his skin crawl.  The man’s eyes scanned up and down the river’s edge, searching for the source of the noise, this potential threat.  Then the fog parted and again Roy was faced with feelings of true fear. 
 
    Stepping out of the swirling grey cloud was a creature forged from nightmare.  Standing nearly eight feet tall, the beast towered over Roy as it made its approach.  Its body shape resembled that of a human, though its limbs were elongated, giving the creature an extended reach.  Tar black skin stretched over its muscled body with arms that ended in thin, spiny fingers that each sported a dagger-like nail.  Its back was filled with rows of thin, bony spikes.  Its tail dragged along like a flaccid strip of meat… 
 
    And then there was the creature’s face.  Large opal pieces of bone wrapped around the creature’s mouth and nose, interlocking to form some sort of strange mask that covered most of its face.  Still, that didn’t save him from its gaze as two maddened, jet-black eyes locked into him. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Creature: Unknown 
 
    Threat level: Unknown 
 
      
 
    !!Use Caution!! 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    As the officer and the beast stood face to face, something strange began to happen.  A sensation flooded Roy’s senses, a tingling feeling that resonated in his temples before flowing into the back of his eyes.  He tried to blink it away, but the sensation lingered… then his sentry interface went haywire.   
 
    Abruptly, a dark aura appeared in Roy’s vision.  It surrounded the hellish creature, flowing over its skin and into its body, encapsulating the beast in what appeared to be a living cloak of shadow. The aura seemed to radiate from the creature, an energy so thick and powerful that it forced the very air itself out of the beast’s presence. 
 
    Before Roy could process his visions, the creature let out a screech that forced Roy to cover his ears. It flexed its muscles as it clawed at its strange mask, filling the air with a sound that carried malice and dread.  When the howling finally ceased the creature’s eyes locked on Roy, it’s gaze now carrying an ill intent that the officer hadn’t seen before. 
 
    Instinctively, Roy reached for his gun but was quickly overcome with fear as he realized the weapon wasn’t there. 
 
    And just like that, the creature charged. 
 
    At that very second, nothing was making sense to officer Roy Skyworth. This place, this creature, even the bizarre aura swirling in his visions were completely foreign to him.  It was enough to make him crumble in fear, to cry out and let this strange, dark place grab hold of his soul. 
 
    But that was not Roy.   
 
    He was a fighter trained to prevail in unsafe situations.  He had no idea what he’d gotten himself into, but none of that mattered right now.  He’d been in fights before, fights against opponents much stronger than himself and he’d prevailed.  He would not allow himself to fall again.  He would survive. 
 
    The creature charged in, extending its claws out like a row of knives.  Its strange aura followed, clinging to its body like a veil of energy as the beast began its attack. 
 
    Roy ducked the incoming blow then rolled to his right, narrowly avoiding the creature’s razor-sharp claws as he tumbled through the grass.  As he rose back to his feet, he reached for his belt once more, this time producing a new weapon in hand, his standard-issue taser.  He had no idea how the weapon would react to the creature, but it had taken down men much larger than him before, so it was worth a shot. 
 
    As the creature lurched forward, Roy squeezed the trigger, sending a pair of tiny barbed electrodes directly into the monster’s hide.  The officer stood firm as he unleashed the full force of his taser, pumping the creature with enough electricity to make a normal man crumble.  Its eyes twitched behind its bone mask and its muscles tightened across its upper body as the beast flailed about.  It had worked...  
 
    Or so Roy thought.  
 
    The creature let out another screech as one of its clawed hands sheered the barbed wires, freeing it from the steady stream of pain.  Then, before Roy could react, it unleashed an attack of its own.  The beast launched itself forward, digging its blade-like fingertips into Roy’s shoulder, tearing through his uniform and ripping away at his flesh… 
 
    And dammit all did it ever hurt! 
 
    Roy had been punched and kicked in the face at least a hundred times.  In training he’d felt the sting of pepper spray and the shock of a stun gun, but never in his life had he felt a pain like this.  Dark aura seeped into his wound as the creature’s claws dug deeper into his shoulder.  It felt like a thousand needles were pressing into every inch of his body, pushing his pain receptors to the very brink.  This wasn’t just a wound… It was pain incarnate. 
 
    The young officer tried to squirm away, but the creature used its claws like a hook to pull him close and hoist him into the air.  Blood began to pour from his wound as his feet left the ground, and those eyes, those damned black eyes filled with madness locked onto him once more! 
 
    A second clawed hand rose into the air.  This was it.  For the second time that day Roy was certain he would die.  So certain... 
 
    “No!” Roy fought through the pain as he reached for his belt, producing a small canister of mace that he frantically sprayed into the beast’s eyes. The creature let out a howl of pain as it flung him to the ground, gripping at its face as the mace stung at its tiny black orbs.    
 
    The beast was relentless in its effort to rub the pain out of its eyes.  It wanted so badly to ease the burn, but the bone mask prevented it from doing so.  
 
    “You bastard!” Roy howled in anger as he produced his final weapon, a metal baton that extended to arm’s length.  The dark aura festering around Roy’s wound had all but dissipated, but a second cloak of energy began to envelop the rest of him, an aura the color of brilliant violet. 
 
    Roy charged at the creature, ducking low and slamming his baton into the side of its knee, forcing Its muscles to quiver before the beast finally toppled under its own weight.  Violet aura continued to swirl around Roy as he went to work, slamming the baton into the creature’s mask over and over.   
 
    The nightmare beast tried to fight back, but Roy knocked its arms away with his baton.  He knew the pain that those dagger-like claws would cause, and he would not be feeling it again. 
 
    The mask cracked and splintered as Roy continued his assault, violet energy continuing to envelop the officer like a cloak.  Steel smashed into bone until finally the mask gave, but Roy continued swinging until nothing was left but an unsightly pool of gore. 
 
    The night fell silent once more as the creature slumped over, its unmoving corpse now laying soundly at his feet.  Roy breathed heavy, maintaining a death grip on his baton as bits of blood and gore dripped from his weapon. 
 
    .  Soon the officer’s adrenaline began to fade and the pain of battle became all too real. His arms ached, his head buzzed, and the pain from his wound seemed to elevate tenfold.  He needed to find help, or at the very least something to stop his shoulder from bleeding him out. 
 
    He needed to move. 
 
    As Roy began to step away from the creature’s corpse a strange glow began to emanate from its body.  The light was similar in color to the creature’s dark aura, though it twisted through the air on its own rather than clinging to the beast’s flesh.   
 
    Roy shuddered as the energy closed in on him, drawing closer with each passing breath.  It was as if the beast’s soul had left its body and was moving of its own accord. 
 
    Roy tried to back away.  He tried to put distance between himself and the strange, dark energy, but in an instant the dark aura plunged into his chest, absorbing into his body and disappearing from view. 
 
    Instinctively, Roy clenched his jaw waiting for a wave of pain to wash over him.  Instead, he felt an odd sensation of fullness resonating within his body…  No, not his body but within his very soul.  It was an odd, almost indescribable feeling, as if his soul had just eaten a hearty meal.  The feeling resonated through every fiber of his being, a warmth that eased into his flesh as the pain in his wound began to fade.   
 
    Suddenly, an unfamiliar notification appeared in his sentry scan interface. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Error…   
 
    Unknown entity encountered…   
 
    Compiling data… 
 
    Data analysis complete: 
 
    Lesser Soul Essence obtained 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “What... is this?” Roy muttered, staring at his own hands in disbelief.  From what he could tell, it looked like he had absorbed that creature’s very soul.  What else could a “soul essence” be?  And furthermore, what had it done to him to ease his pain? 
 
    Curious the officer glanced over to his wound and found himself amazed.  What should have been a gruesome gash was now just a thin line of red spanning the length of his shoulder.  Sure, the wound was still there, and a dull pain still echoed through his upper body, but it was nothing like what he’d suffered just moments ago. 
 
    Questions swirled in Roy’s mind as he tried to gain a grip on this strange reality.  He needed to ground himself, to find something familiar to latch onto.  And if that wall of fog had produced the creature that had attacked him, well… he needed to get far away from that.  Frustrated, Roy gathered himself and headed out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Nightmarish Ambush 
 
      
 
    Pre-dawn, Eon 
 
      
 
    Twilight had begun to wane as Roy continued to trudge down the river bank, that unnatural fog still licking at his heels.  He’d walked for nearly a half hour and was certain that he hadn’t seen a single thing he would consider recognizable.  The trees, the grass, even the sky looked so different than what he was accustomed to.  He was stranded and alone in an apparent world of monsters, and that more than anything unsettled him to his core. 
 
    After several more moments of walking, the river began to bend northward, turning directly into the looming wall of fog and mist.  He sighed.  This was it then... if he wanted to proceed any further, he’d have to venture into that ominous cloud. 
 
    But wait... was that a light he spotted in the distance?  Yes, he was sure of it.  Beyond the wall of fog was a light shining like a beacon in the sky... a light guiding him out of the darkness.  He used his sentry interface to scan the area, though he expected little to come of it. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Apparition unknown 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    As he thought.  Nevertheless, Roy steeled his nerves and with a final breath, walked into the fog, heading directly for the light.   
 
    He moved quickly, nearly running through the chilling miasma as he headed towards his destination.  His eyes remained focused on the beacon ahead, refusing to wander in any direction but forward. 
 
      Roy knew how easily the darkness could play tricks on the mind, but he would not be deterred by the strange secrets hiding just beyond his sight.  He was going to make it.  He was going to reach that light, his only hope for salvation and- 
 
    The shrieks of nightmare beasts filled his ears once more.   
 
    The officer visibly shuddered as a trio of creatures appeared in his presence, bone masks covering all but those beady black eyes.  His eyes darted back and forth, searching for an escape, but the wall of fog had left him nearly blind. 
 
    “Oh, damn you all.” 
 
    Eager for blood, one of the creatures lunged forward, swiping at his neck.  Roy widened his stance and leaned back, narrowly dodging the strike as the claws sliced through the air.  Before he could right himself, another beast lurched in, though this one landed true.  Dagger-like claws pierced Roy’s stomach, sending waves of pain through his wounded body and lines of blood seeping into the ever-soft grass. 
 
    The third of the hellish trio moved in, stepping beside Roy before raking its claws across his back and sheering the top of his uniform nearly off.  The officer dropped to his knees as pain flooded his senses and the creature’s dark auras encapsulated his vision.  These were his final moments.  There would be no prevailing against another one of these beasts, much less three.  He would die here, cradled in darkness and comforted by nothing more than this unnatural fog. 
 
    “Come on then you bastards!” Roy screamed, leaping back to his feet as he swung his fists at the creatures.  He went at the beasts like a wild animal, punching, kicking, and even sinking his teeth into an arm of grayish flesh.  Rage consumed Roy as he slammed into knuckles into one of the beasts over and over.  For a second, he even thought he might fight his way out of this nightmare… 
 
    Then a spiny tail swept his ankles and he plummeted back to the ground. 
 
    The creatures descended on Roy, kicking and slashing at him, knocking him around mercilessly as they toyed with their prey.  Through it all, the man managed to keep his eyes on that strange light in the distance.  It was something to focus on as his body began to break, something to reach for as he longed for it the free him from the pain. 
 
    Suddenly, something happened in the sky as another claw raked across his arm.  The beacon of light became distorted as an unfamiliar shape took to the skies, obstructing the light’s path.  Was... was that a man flying towards him? 
 
    Roy curled into a defensive ball, covering his most vulnerable spots as he locked eyes on the man plummeting towards the ground.  Still, the creatures either didn’t notice or didn’t care as another foot kicked at his stomach and a dagger-like claw stabbed into his side.   
 
    With renewed desperation, the officer kicked at the creatures as he tried to scramble away.   He was certain that death was mere moments away, but if there was any chance at survival than he had to fight for it.  He let out a primal roar as the beasts pursued, his very soul refusing to back down… 
 
    Then the man landed. 
 
    A ring of dust and dirt launched into the air as the newcomer slammed into the ground, forcing the world itself to tremble under the profound strength of his impact.  The creatures screeched as an immense pressure forced them to their knees, pressing them into the ground as if the force of gravity itself had strengthened.   
 
    Roy felt it too.  He felt as though an invisible boulder had been laid across his back, pressing both his body and spirit into the dirt until he could barely breathe. Even so, the young officer strained against the invisible weight and forced his face out of the dirt to catch a glimpse. 
 
    He was left in awe. 
 
    The man now standing before him looked like a creature born of the night.  He wore a fine silken tunic that was blacker than midnight and an oversized azure sash that hugged almost too tightly at his waist.  He wore tall boots fastened with a pair of gleaming silver buckles, and his long, flowing hair shimmered like fresh ink as it brushed against the pale skin of his cheeks.   
 
    As Roy struggled to study the man, his vision once again began to change.  Black-violet aura surrounded the stranger’s body, but unlike the untamed energy of the creatures, the man’s energy appeared controlled.  The auras of the nightmare beasts were wild, uncontrollable things with tendrils that writhed in the air like whips.  But his aura was sharp and refined as if the power of a thousand storms were being contained in the stranger’s slender form. 
 
    The man’s gaze fell on Roy for the briefest of seconds, his eyes the color of pure crimson.  Then they shifted, eyeing one of the creatures that had suddenly begun to rise.  In a movement both swift and precise, the man raised a hand and placed it next to the creature’s head.  His fingertips hovered in the air, no more than an inch away from the beast’s strange bone mask.  Suddenly, violet light began to pool around the creature’s head as the man’s thumb and middle finger pressed together... 
 
    Then he snapped his fingers and the creature’s head exploded. 
 
    Blood and bone sprayed into the air, covering Roy but noticeably avoiding the dark-haired man as if he was protected by an invisible barrier.  The officer couldn’t help but let out an audible gasp.  This strangers’ power was immense.  Hell, he could feel it in his soul.  It was as if this man was a living weapon of war, destroying the monster with a mere twitch of his fingers.   
 
    And he wasn’t finished yet. 
 
    Before Roy could move a muscle, the stranger moved his attention to the other two beasts.  With a quick and simple hand motion, the man drew more of the energy into his palm, sculpting it into the form of a dozen finger-length spikes. 
 
    Again, the man twitched his fingers and the spikes ripped into the second creature, piercing its torso, its neck.  The third creature seemed to grow frightened as it watched its second companion fall and began to slither away through the grass, fighting against the spiritual pressure as its claws dug through the dirt.  It hardly made it more than a foot before a glowing violet lance of energy pierced the back of its skull. 
 
    A silence fell over the area once more as only Roy and the stranger remained, the pair surrounded by a trio of mutilated corpses. He grimaced as the man’s eyes shifted back to him.  Would he be next to fall to this one’s awesome power? 
 
    “Very interesting,” the man said after studying Roy in silence.  His gaze was intrusive as if he were staring past Roy’s flesh and directly into his soul.  “Very interesting indeed... perhaps the old dragon was right.  Maybe you outrealmers really are something special.” 
 
    As the stranger spoke, thin clouds of swirling essence began to rise from the bodies of the dead creatures, similar to when Roy had slain his own beast.  The swirling clouds of essence weaved their way through the air as they closed in on the man, but with a wave of his hand, he managed to turn them away. 
 
    Roy attempted to rise from the ground, to confront this man who’d prolonged his life, but his wounds had left him debilitated.  Every forced movement left him feeling like he’d tried to move a mountain, every inch a debt paid in his own blood.  Awareness became fleeting as Roy rolled over onto his back, as blackness began to creep into the edges of his vision.  He could feel his grip on reality beginning to fade... 
 
    Then came relief. 
 
    The three remaining clouds of essence attached themselves to Roy, swirling into his mouth, nose, and chest.  His spirit suddenly thrummed with violent energy and his eyes went wide as the soul essence of the creatures coursed through his veins.  Wounds once grievous began to mend themselves as a feeling of fullness began to settle in his chest.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    3 Lesser Spirit Essence obtained 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy peered down at his once ravaged body.  His open gashes were much less severe and some of his smaller cuts were nearly gone.  The pain had even dulled somewhat!  Once again, his wounds, while not completely healed were manageable for the time being. 
 
    It can’t be possible, he thought as a newfound surge of energy allowed him to rise.  Had the souls of these creatures healed him? 
 
    “I’d say you needed that soul essence a bit more than I did,” the stranger said, grabbing Roy’s attention as his crimson eyes gave Roy a quick scan.  “That spirit of yours is quite a gift you know.  The speed with which it harnesses essence is truly remarkable.” 
 
    Roy furrowed his brow, rightfully confused by the man’s odd demeanor and even stranger statements.  “Who… who the hell are you?” he blurted out, growing tired of living in a constant state of confusion. 
 
    “Me?” the man asked, his voice cavalier.  “Why, I’m a celestial emissary… for your new god.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Emissary of the Dragon-god 
 
      
 
    Pre-dawn, Eon 
 
      
 
    Despite all of the strange circumstances surrounding his current existence, Roy couldn’t help but frown.  Really?  Had he really been summoned here on the whims of some damned god?  He’d never asked a god for anything in his whole damned life and now this? 
 
    “You are a very unique soul…” the stranger continued as he leaned down and unapologetically studied Roy’s head.  “Your spirit seems to be in disarray, as if some sort of foreign device is disrupting its flow.  Where did you say you were from again?” 
 
    “Phoenix City,” Roy responded, eyeing the man with suspicion.  “Now, where in the hell-” 
 
    “Ah, yes, very well,” the man interrupted.  “Must be one of those outlying cities beyond Shadowreach.  Mostly savages, if I recall.  Well, regardless, I think I can solve the issues plaguing that spirit of yours.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” Roy reiterated forcefully.  “I’m not from this damn place.” 
 
    The stranger sighed as he narrowed his eyes at Roy.  “It was a joke…” Suddenly, his tone grew quite serious.  “I know where you’re from.  You’re a man who came from beyond the stars, a speck of light that emerged from a cloud of infinite darkness…” 
 
    Carefully, the stranger placed two fingers on either of Roy’s temples, his once playful nature quickly dissipating.  Roy’s body stiffened but he couldn’t fight it…. really, what could he do against a power like this?   
 
    Suddenly, the officer felt a warmth building under the man’s touch.  “Now, I’m going to send a surge of my own spirit energy through you… a fraction of my spirit aura, if you will.  That should be more than enough to cleanse your spirit channels and fix whatever that device in your head has done to you… now, please try to ease up on the hostility.  By the gods, this realm already has enough of that.” 
 
    Roy opened his mouth to protest but a sudden surge of energy pulsed into his head.  He screamed as the spirit energy traveled through his veins like lightning, resonating in every fiber of his being, cleansing him like a purifying fire. 
 
    As he wailed, the interface from his sentry implant began to brighten, growing in intensity until his vision was nothing more than blinding light… 
 
    And then it was over. 
 
    Roy breathed heavily as the stranger removed his hands from his temples.  Still, he could feel his presence, the constant pressure from the man’s spirit weighing down on him.  Roy was uncertain, almost fearful of what this man had done to him.  It felt as if the man had ignited the flames of his very soul… and once Roy opened his eyes, he was certain of it. 
 
    Surrounding the officer like a cloak was a smooth black-violet aura.  
 
    Roy looked upon the man with eyes anew and gasped.  No longer did he see just a compressed aura surrounding the man’s body, but rather he saw a well of seemingly infinite energy circulating through his form.  It was as if Roy could now gaze upon the man’s very spirit itself.  He could now see the stranger’s dark violet aura in vivid detail, its power flowing like a river through each facet of the man’s body.  It pooled at places like his palms, ready to launch from his fingertips at a moment’s notice.  Those creatures that Roy had faced were nothing compared to this man.  No, now he truly understood… he stood in the presence of true power. 
 
    To Roy’s pleasant surprise, his interface had changed as well.  Somehow, the sentry implant had evolved with him, compiling information from the man’s spirit and adapting it to this strange, new world.  He marveled as a window of information appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Data intake initiated… 
 
    Compiling data… 
 
    Compiling…. 
 
    Analysis complete… 
 
    New configuration unlocked: The Realm of Eon 
 
    Sentry Scan disabled…. Spirit Scan now active! 
 
    Rather than scan a person’s physical strength, the spirit scan has the ability to one’s spiritual strength and make an assessment of their abilities. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    He didn’t quite understand all of that, but ok, it was a start.  As he dismissed the screen, a second appeared hovering near the stranger. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Zekefreid the Sky Shadow 
 
    Void Adept 
 
    Rank: 15th 
 
    Primary Specialization: Mystic 
 
    Divine Power: Bahamut’s Awakening 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
     “You know, it’s quite rude to stare,” the man known as Zekefreid said, shaking his head as he ran his pale fingers through inky black hair. 
 
    Roy grimaced.  “Well, I’m a little lost.” 
 
    The man smirked.  “Clearly.  Now, where do I begin? Let’s see… for starters, you died.” 
 
    “I… I what?” Roy stammered. 
 
    “Yes,” Zeke continued.  “You died on that dreadful earth realm some time ago.  Your soul departed its body and normally that would’ve been the end of it…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But it wasn’t.  You see, my boss, the venerable dragon-god Bahamut has been quite busy gathering souls from different realms across the cosmos and bringing them here to Eon.  And you are one of his lucky chosen!” 
 
    Roy gave Zeke a look of skepticism.  “I was shot.  I fell out of a window and felt every bone in my body break.  Then I woke up and was nearly torn apart by a pack of living nightmares.  Please, tell me how I’m so goddamn lucky!” 
 
    Zekefreid let out a chuckle before snapping his fingers and forcing Roy back to the ground with a wave of spiritual pressure.  “That anger of yours is something special...  You know, my boss could’ve left you to die. He could’ve left your soul to fade into obscurity.... but no, he gave you a second chance, so I suggest you take it seriously.” 
 
    Slowly, Roy rose to his feet as the pressure on his body let up.  He gave Zekefreid a quick glare, but the man hardly seemed bothered by the gesture.  “So, I’m here to serve this god-dragon of yours?” 
 
    “It’s not so much servitude, but rather insurance.  You see, Catastrophe makes its way to Eon, moving through the cosmos like a slow-moving storm.  The enemies of Bahamut are conspiring, and someday the catastrophe they bring will arrive at our doorstep.  My boss would prefer to greet it with a group of powerful disciples rather than a bunch of helpless fools.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Roy muttered, trying to take it all in.  Was he just supposed to come to terms with all this?  With a world of nightmare beasts and dragon gods?  He immediately thought back to his place on earth.   “You mean I can never go home?  I’ll never see my daughter again?  My wife?” 
 
    Zekefreid gave Roy a solemn nod.  “I’m afraid not.  You’ve been gone for quite some time, Roy Skyworth.  Time has passed, your daughter has grown and the world you left has changed.  If you were to return to earth, you wouldn’t recognize her or that place you once called home.” 
 
    “And… Jen?” Roy asked with reluctance. 
 
    “She’s moved on,” Zeke replied, his tone solem. 
 
    Roy’s shoulders slumped as the gravity of the situation took hold.  His child, his wife, his old life... all gone?  He could feel a sadness creeping up inside, but he forced the feelings away, at least for now. 
 
    Feeling overwhelmed, Roy steeled himself before asking, “So, what in the hell am I supposed to do?” 
 
    Zeke’s expression brightened.   “For now, I just need you to get stronger, to carve your own path through the realm until you have the strength to ascend to the heavens!  Oh, and don’t associate yourself with anyone that considers themselves an ally of the dark gods.  Dark gods usually mean bad news around here.” Zekefreid chuckled, then gave Roy a sidelong glance as if he wasn’t sure if the officer had been listening. 
 
    Roy thought back to those creatures that had nearly torn him apart.  His eyes drifted to his empty holster where his gun once sat.  “Can I at least get my weapon back?” 
 
    Zekefreid grinned.  “Why would you need that old thing?  You are a weapon.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes widened as he peered down at his hands, each digit illuminated in a soft black-violet glow.  He could feel the power coursing through him, enveloping him, dancing on the tips of his fingers.  His eyes turned back to Zekefreid.  “How?” 
 
    “Now, Now,” Zeke interrupted.  “I’m not here to give you a tutorial.  If I gave you all the answers, then I might just stunt your growth.  If you have questions, then access that Spirit Scan of yours.  I filled with all sorts of valuable information, along with a few tricks to help with your advancement… it really is a remarkable little device,”  Zekefreid’s full smile returned.  “Now then, enough conjecture.  The veil is falling, the worldstar is rising and I really do need to be going,”  
 
    Before Roy could respond, Zekefried grabbed him by the collar and leaped into the air.  The pair soared through the cloud of thick fog, gliding with the speed of a hawk in flight as the first rays of dawn began to pierce the ever-thinning cloud.  Instinctively, Roy shut his eyes and grabbed onto his stomach.  Heights had never really been a problem for him before, but he found the sudden change in altitude to be more than a bit jarring. 
 
    After a moment the pair descended, Zekefreid landing with grace and Roy skidding through the dirt.  The fog began to part as the officer forced himself to a knee, his body aching from the not so smooth landing.  Zekefreid, however, seemed perfectly fine as he straightened his oversized sash. 
 
    “Now, do try to survive,” he said, winking at Roy with a crimson eye.  “Eon can be an awfully dangerous place, and I can’t have you ascending to the heavens without your head.” 
 
    “Wait,” Roy stammered, feeling as though he was trapped in a state of constant catch up with this man.  Unfortunately, he was paid no heed.   With a level of grace, Zeke bent his knees and placed a hand in the dirt.  Pressure began to build and the air swirled like a vortex as the man gave Roy a final grin.  Then he launched himself into the air, ascending towards the light of dawn before disappearing from view. 
 
    Roy slumped, alone again and with more questions than he had before.  What the hell was this place?  Eon?  That’s what it was called?  And what was this strange black -violet aura coursing through his body?  And how the hell did he get home? 
 
    Suddenly, his interface came to life, reacting to his thoughts and conjuring a series of translucent screens within his vision.  Each displayed a different piece of data accordingly. 
 
      
 
    /////////// 
 
    The realm of Eon 
 
      
 
    Eon is a realm of the greater cosmos of Ashadar, commonly referred to as the realm of day and night.  During nightfall, the world is shrouded in an obscuring mist known as the veil.  Creatures known as darkbeasts spawn from the veil, harvesting the souls of lesser beings and making travel during the hours of darkness highly dangerous.  However, during daylight hours these creatures seek refuge in underground lairs oft referred to as dungeons. 
 
      
 
    Because of the dangers caused by the veil, the cities of Eon are highly fortified.  Furthermore, each city falls under the protection of a group of powerful organizations known as guilds (sometimes referred to as sects in certain parts of the realm). 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Well, that explained what the hell had attacked him earlier and where they’d came from.  Left in awe, Roy dismissed the window and moved on to the next screen of information. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Spirit Auras 
 
      
 
    Spirit auras are the manifestation of one’s spiritual power in the physical realm.  Through training, one’s spirit aura can be manipulated in a number of different ways, offering the wielder a unique set of skills both in and out of combat.  Spirit auras often appear as thin cloaks of energy over a person’s body, though they can be channeled into different bodily areas or molded to create abilities based on the user’s needs. 
 
       
 
    The color of one’s spirit aura indicates the type of spirit that the wielder possesses.  For instance, a violet aura indicates a spirit born of Void energy. A blue aura may indicate a spirit that favors water or ice energy. 
 
      
 
    Those who undergo extensive training in the use of their spirit auras are known as adepts (sometimes referred to as cultivators).  When an opponent is slain, an adept can absorb the remaining soul essence of its foe, strengthening their own spirit in the process.  By strengthening one’s spirit aura enough, an adept can increase their rank and reach ascendance.  
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy dismissed the second window, pondering its contents.  He had absorbed the soul essence of those creatures he encountered.... perhaps that made him an adept. 
 
    Uncertain, Roy glanced at the third and final window, the answer to the last of his questions. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Earth realm 
 
      
 
    The distance to earth realm is beyond mortal comprehension.  To travel between realms, one must obtain true ascendance. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Beyond mortal comprehension…. The words stung at him worse than the claws of those damned creatures. It just didn’t make any sense!  He thought back to his last moments on earth.  He was certain he had died, but apparently that had been udone.  He had just vanished from his old life, never to be seen- 
 
    Roy stiffened as the thoughts of his wife and daughter flooded into his mind’s eye.  As an officer, he’d trained his body and mind to react to dangerous situations, to force thoughts out of his mind that might leave him vulnerable.  But now, alone and in the wild, he could force them out no longer.  
 
    The officer, feeling like a lost soul more than ever, bit down on his lip as emotions began to swell inside his chest.  Dammit, this was not a time to feel vulnerable.   
 
    His eyes darted about, searching frantically for a distraction.  He needed something, anything that would take his mind off home.  Carefully, Roy studied his surroundings.  Now that the veil had lifted, he could see rows of dense trees spanning for miles in the distance. 
 
    At a loss, Roy turned his gaze upwards.  There, as he peered towards the heavens, the young man noticed something in the sky.  It was much clearer now without that damned obscuring mist, a burning orb standing tall against the fading darkness ... it was the beacon of light! 
 
    His eyes went wide as he examined its source.  No, this wasn’t just some beacon but the peak of a massive, ornate tower.  An ethereal flame burned from a brazier at the structure’s highest point, like a guiding light for those lost in the dark.  And at the tower’s base was an even greater sight.   
 
    Surrounding the massive structure were the thick stone walls of a sprawling city. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Location discovered: Atherune, City of Jade 
 
    ////////// 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Butchers of the Blackdog Guild 
 
      
 
    Dawn, The outskirts of Atherune City 
 
      
 
    Roy Skyworth stood on a grassy bank as Solaris the worldstar made its way into the sky.  The giant, glowing orb functioned as a sun for this unfamiliar realm, its rays extinguishing what remained of the veil as it brought the light of a new dawn to the world.   
 
    Just beyond his location lied the massive city of Atherune, the first sign of civilization since Roy had arrived on this strange, new realm.  The stone wall encircling the city was incredibly high as if it had been built to ward off giants (or perhaps something larger).  Still, what Roy found most fascinating was at the city’s gates.  On either side of the iron gate stood a pair of statues crafted from bronze and steel.  Ornate suits of armor stood guard over the city’s entrance, each gripping a spear that seemed to reach towards the heavens.  They loomed over the entrance like a pair of stalwart guardians, and Roy half-wondered if they’d come to life at the sight of danger.  It would only be fitting after what he’d witnessed of this world already... 
 
    Roy gave himself a quick look over.  His uniform was torn, he was covered in spatters of blood, and he was pretty certain that he smelled of death...   not the elements of a good first impression.  Still, it would have to do.  He needed to get the rest of his wounds patched up, and dammit he needed food. 
 
    Here goes nothing. 
 
    The officer... no, former officer made his way down the embankment and began his walk towards the gates.  A soft breeze blew at his back and the sound of birds could be heard in the distance, a change from the dead silence of twilight and the creatures that lurked within the veil. 
 
    As he approached, a pair of guards seemed to catch sight of him and straightened their posture.  They each wore matching jade tunics with stiff, obsidian-colored pieces of armor interwoven into their garb.  In their hands, they held, long metal spears with jade tips that gleamed in the rising light of the worldstar. 
 
    “Rough night?” one of them shouted to Roy, drawing a grin from the guard opposite him.   
 
    Roy peered down to his torn, bloody uniform then gave the guard a hard stare.  “You should see the other guy.” 
 
    The jade armored man shuddered while the other let out a laugh before signaling through with his spear.  “Gates open at daybreak traveler.  If you show up any earlier next time, we might not be able to let you through.” 
 
    Roy shrugged and gave the man a nod.  The guard was playing up his role of power, something he himself had done in his past life.  “Thanks for looking out,” Roy hollered back as he entered the city, feigning a smile as they disappeared from his view. 
 
    Heh, assholes. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy wasn’t sure to expect as he entered the city, but the wait had left him a bit curious.  He had no idea what kind of technology existed in this world, or even what kind of people lived there.  Hell, for all he knew he could be walking into a dystopian hellhole. 
 
    Then he passed through the gates and he was quickly proven wrong. 
 
    Rows of masterfully built buildings lined the sides of smooth cobblestone roads, their roofs covered in expertly crafted shingles of clay.  Some of the structures were painted with different hues of red and blue while others sported a design of jade and gold.  Still, what impressed Roy most was the wondrous murals displayed on many of the building’s outer walls, depictions of dragons and sacred beasts, of serene waterfalls and beautiful lotus flowers. 
 
    After a moment of admiring the city’s architecture Roy’s gaze shifted to the streets where despite the early hour, a good many people began to roam.  Groups of men and women dressed in long, flowing robes made their way towards a distant tower while others dragged carts of strange-looking vegetation into the road for an early sale.  Roy gasped as a pair of young women passed by him, their white robes concealing pairs of feathery wings beneath the fine silken cloth. 
 
      Roy breathed in deeply and took the sight in.  Through his interface, he could see the spirit energy of each and every person... colorful auras of light that traveled through their bodies like the flow of blood.  Curious, Roy looked down at his own violet aura and compared it to some of the others. 
 
    The officer’s spirit aura surrounded him, flowing around his body cloak of translucent energy.  He could see its ebb and flow as it traveled through him in waves, flowing through his limbs, resting at his palms, before eventually swirling around his core.  His certainly wasn’t the weakest amongst the mass of city-goers, though some had spirits that burned bright like a bonfire.  He pondered what it would take to gain power like that, to burn brighter than the others... but first, he had more important matters to address. 
 
    Trying to remain as casual as possible, Roy began his walk down the long, cobbled road. His first task was getting those wounds of his fully addressed.  Absorbing the essence from those creatures earlier had done quite a bit to heal him up and bring him back to fighting form, but he still wanted to make sure the remaining cuts weren’t going to cause any problems for him later on  After all, who the hell knew what kind of infectious diseases awaited if he let them fester. 
 
    Suddenly, a window appeared in Roy’s vision as his interface came to life. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Healing  
 
      
 
    A light adept can learn and perform techniques to heal wounds of the physical realm. 
 
    Alchemists can create potions that lessen or even heal wounds. 
 
    Medics can perform practical healing techniques, while surgeons can take on more complicated injuries with the proper tools. 
 
      
 
    Available (public) healing locations in Atherune City: 
 
    -Old Mag’s potions, brews, and beers 
 
    -Sanctum of Light 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy couldn’t help but grin as a welcomed bit of nostalgia filled his heart.  Using the sentry scan reminded him of its previous applications... using it to run plates, check I.D.s, aliases.  It reminded him of police work. 
 
    Dismissing the screen of information, Roy pulled up a simple map to the sanctum of light and set out.  It seemed the only feasible option... after all, he really didn’t want to receive treatment from an establishment that doubled as a tavern.   
 
    Roy followed the path given to him, quietly making his way down stone paths that had grown busier with the passing of time.  As the officer made his way through Atherune, he began to notice a decline in the city’s infrastructure.  Buildings were left unpainted with cracks in the walls, locals walked about in rags rather than robes.  It appeared that he had made his way into one of the city’s slums. 
 
    As Roy grew closer to the sanctum, more people began gathering in the streets until he was quite literally walking through a crowd.  He wondered if the streets were typically this busy on a given day... 
 
    Then he heard the commotion. 
 
    “You’ll pay for that you insolent cur!” a man’s voice bellowed, followed by the whimpers of what sounded like a child.  Roy forced himself to the front of the crowd, weaving through commoners and other onlookers eagerly waiting for a show.  It was then that he saw them.  A burly giant of a man stood at the crowd’s center, towering over the body of a frightened adolescent.  He was massive, with forearms thicker than Roy’s biceps and a chest broader than his entire body.  On his tunic, he wore the emblem of a snarling black hound, partially covered by his braided beard.  He held a butchering knife in one of those huge hands of his, its edge stained with blood while the other was balled into a fist. 
 
    “You think it’s acceptable to ruin one of my rarest cuts in months?!  Do you know how difficult it is to acquire an intact Raktos tail?!  Why that’s a damned spirit beast!”  
 
    Roy took a quick scan of the man. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Rojiro of the Blackdog Butchers 
 
    Earth Adept 
 
    Rank: 1st 
 
    Specialization: Warden 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy wasn’t going to pretend he knew exactly what all that information meant, but he resolved to find out once he figured out what the hell was going on.  Carefully, he crept forward amongst the others and watched the scene unfold. 
 
    Rojiro continued to shout as he closed in on his apparent apprentice, saliva spraying from his mouth.  The young apprentice seemed terrified, but he didn’t run.  Instead, he scrambled to his knees and bowed so low that his forehead pressed against the road. 
 
    “I am sorry, master Rojiro.  I did not mean to,” before he could finish his sentence the butcher stepped forward and kicked him square in the jaw, sending him sprawling across the cobblestone.  Tears began to well in the young one’s eyes as a line of blood trickled from his torn lip. 
 
    Roy felt his skin grow hot.  He was a stranger in this place, but he couldn’t just stand there and watch this man beat a boy to death.  Sure, he knew how easy it was to become a creature fueled by rage… but he never took it out on anyone that didn’t deserve it.  And he surely never stood by when someone struck down a child.  He wouldn’t! 
 
    “Hey!” Roy yelled as he leaped into the crowd’s center, putting a hand up to halt Rojiro’s assault.  His reflexes told him to grab his badge, but that would do nothing for him now. 
 
    “And who in the dark depths might you be?  Another filthy outrealmer who doesn’t know his place?!” the butcher growled, his knife still clenched firmly in his grasp.  “You better get your scrawny hide out of my way before you lose an arm!” 
 
    Roy furrowed his brow in frustration.  “Why does it matter who the hell I am?  What about you?  Are you really just going to slaughter the boy out in the streets?” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever I damn well please!” the butcher interrupted, the veins in his head more prominent than ever.  “His family didn’t think twice about selling him over to me when they were starving on the streets.” 
 
    “I’m sure they didn’t plan on him being butchered,” Roy growled back through gritted teeth.  He didn’t know this young man at his feet or the butcher staring him down, but he was more than certain that what was about to happen was not justice. 
 
    Rojiro narrowed his eyes as he sized Roy up, contemplating his next move.  Finally, after a few tense seconds, the man lowered his butcher’s blade and strapped it onto his belt. 
 
    Roy breathed a sigh of relief as the man stepped past him, certain that he’d subverted the pending violence... 
 
    He couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    The onlookers roared as the butcher caught Roy with a sidelong strike to the face, a fist that felt like a hammer slamming against his cheek.  That damned enormous fool!  He’d waited for Roy to let down his guard before hitting him with an empowered blow.  Apparently, cowards were prominent in Eon as well. 
 
    “That’ll teach you to mind your own business,” the butcher spat before turning his attention back to the boy, his boot pressed firmly into the adolescent’s neck. 
 
    Roy rose back to his feet in an instant and gave the man a hard shove, freeing the boy from his grasp.  He was surprised how solid the butcher felt, as if he were a slab of granite. 
 
    “Go,” Roy said, urging the boy to flee as the butcher stared him down.  The young man gave Roy a nod of gratitude then scrambled into the crowd, blood leaking from his nose. 
 
    The crowd “ooooohed” as the officer and the butcher squared up. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that,” Rojiro growled, his eyes narrowed at the former officer.  “Now you can pay for his life with your own!” 
 
    “Yeah, piss off,” Roy retorted in a low, menacing tone.  Suddenly, Rojiro flung himself at Roy, earthy green spirit energy cycling into his fists, flowing from the rest of his body like a rushing river.  It was all too clear that the butcher wasn’t leaving without a fight, and Roy had made himself his new target. 
 
    The officer fell into fighting stance just as the first punch came in, sidestepping the strike with mere inches to spare as the fist whizzed by his face.  Roy began to circle away as a second fist came flying in, easily dodging this one before throwing a stiff counter of his own.   
 
    Roy’s fist slammed into Rojiro’s side, a direct hit to his liver that should’ve at the very least staggered the brute.  Instead, the officer’s own fist thrummed with pain as if he’d just slammed it into a stone wall. 
 
    A notification appeared over the butcher. 
 
    ////////// 
 
    Warden skill: Stoneskin 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy staggered away from his opponent, cradling his fist into his chest as the butcher’s face stretched into a wicked smile.  “Stupid fool, attacking without reinforcing your body.  You fight like a damned child!” the man bellowed, stalking the officer down as if he was a wounded animal. 
 
    Roy backpedaled as far as the crowd would allow, flexing his hand as the numbing pain began to fade.  How was he supposed to defeat an opponent whose skin was harder than stone?! 
 
    “Get over here, outrealmer!” the butcher spat as he lunged at Roy again, nearly getting ahold of the officer with his large, calloused hands. 
 
    Damnit Roy, figure this out!  The officer thought to himself as he sidestepped another sloppy blow.  No matter the size or strength, every opponent had a weakness!  Roy tried to get a closer look at the burly man as he continued to chase him down, focusing on his opponent’s spirit.  Something the man said had stuck in his mind... reinforcing your body.   
 
    Roy scanned over Rojiro before managing to avoid another pair of looping punches.  It was then in that scan that he saw it, that he noticed the man’s spirit. 
 
    Originally, Rojiro’s spirit aura had flowed through the man’s body like a river, but now it appeared as a thin veil of energy covering every inch of his skin.   
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide with realization.  That was it!  The man had manipulated his spirit aura to reinforce his body, covering his skin and making it hard like stone.  Now, if Roy could do something similar, if he could manipulate his own spirit… then perhaps he stood a chance! 
 
    Roy ducked another awkward blow from Rojiro, rolling away and creating as much space as he could manage.  Then, as he popped back to his feet, he began focusing on his spirit aura.  He thought of the way it flowed through his channels, of how it coursed through his limbs.  It was as if the aura was an extension of him, a piece of his body that he could manipulate. 
 
    Suddenly, Rojiro bellowed something indistinguishable and pulled out his butcher’s blade, clearly looking to end the game of chase.  With little time, Roy focused on channeling his aura, using his will to force it into his palms.  His hands began to shake as the volatile Void energy rushed through his body and pulsed into his fingers, igniting his fists with both power and pain.  The technique felt sloppy and unrefined, but dammit it was working! 
 
    “Now die!” Rojiro yelled as closed the distance and swiped at Roy with his blade, aiming at the officer’s neck with all the power he could muster.  Roy leaned back, dodging the blade with less than an inch to spare... 
 
    And then came the counter strike. 
 
    Roy struck back with all his might, his knuckles glowing with black-violet energy.  The fist connected with vicious force, slamming into the butcher’s cheek and shattering the man’s stone skin aura in one mighty blow! 
 
    Rojiro staggered backward in a daze as Roy began his pursuit, the butcher’s eyes wide and full of fear.  As a fighter, it was a look Roy had seen hundreds of times, a look one carried when they knew defeat was imminent. 
 
    The officer dodged another errant knife-strike and slammed his fists into Rojiro’s stomach, sending ripples of energy across his bulbous frame.  He followed it with a left hand to the temple and a mighty right to the chin, forcing Rojiro to wilt.  The ache in his hand had vanished, the uncertainty gone with it.  Now, all that he felt was power. 
 
    Roy and Rojiro continued their dance as the officer pummeled his off-balance foe, each empowered fist bringing more power than the first.  Finally unable to sustain any more damage, the butcher dropped to his knees and cowered. 
 
    “P-please.  Spare me!” Rojiro begged, dropping his blade and covering his bludgeoned face. 
 
    “Just as you were going to spare that boy?!” Roy growled back, his anger flaring like a torrent of flame inside his chest. 
 
    Rojiro’s scowl began to return.  “He is my apprentice.... my property!” 
 
    Roy’s hands immediately went to the butcher’s collar.  “I’m not going to stand by and watch you slaughter him!” 
 
    Rojiro grinned, revealing a row of bloodstained teeth.  “Then what is it that you plan to do with me?” 
 
    Roy clenched his jaw as the bitter state of his reality set in.  Back on earth, he could arrest the man and hope the criminal justice system did its part, but here... what power did he have? 
 
    “As I thought,” Rojiro began to spout, clearly noticing the indecision in Roy’s gaze.  “Your just scum trying to use me to make a name for himself on the streets!  Pathless, guildless... your nothing but a spineless little-” 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Roy’s empowered fist slammed into Rojiro’s sternum, dissolving whatever defenses the butcher had left as it sent him into unconsciousness.  The crowd had suddenly grown silent, surprised by the fight’s unexpected conclusion.   
 
    “That’ll shut you up, you bastard,” Roy muttered as his anger simmered. 
 
    Pain began to return to Roy’s hand as his spirit aura returned to its usual ebb and flow, draining from his fists and circulating through the rest of his body.  His gaze lingered on Rojiro’s body for a second before shifting to the crowd.  Some of the onlookers seemed surprised, while others jeered at the butcher’s sudden misfortune.  Still, they only lingered for a moment before shaking their heads and dispersing back to their daily tasks 
 
    Roy crossed his arms, puzzled by the strange situation. He’d just witnessed an assault in broad daylight, he’d just committed one himself... and yet, things had just fallen back into place as if nothing happened.  No law enforcement, no guards rushing to help.  Just the street scum cleaning itself up.  Roy allowed himself to stare off into the distance as he tried to get a grip on it all. 
 
    “You lost, partner?” Roy nearly stumbled as the man’s voice pulled him from his thoughts.  He quickly spun around to find the source, his instincts sending him into high alert. 
 
    Standing under the overhang of a nearby archway was a man who exhumed charisma.  His slender frame leaned against the stone arch, arms crossed over a bright red jacket sporting a trio of buckles and straps.  The man’s face was hidden beneath the shadow of his wide-brimmed hat, with locks of shoulder-length black hair flowed from its edges.  Still, beneath the guise, Roy was certain he could spy a smirk beginning to form. 
 
    As he fully turned to face the man, a window appeared in his interface 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Remley 
 
    Flame Adept 
 
    Rank: 3rd 
 
    Specialization: Soulblade 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know what the hell that means,” Roy growled under his breath.  A second window immediately appeared in front of the first. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Adept type-  The type of element that an adept’s aura is attuned to.  This is usually chosen through lineage and cannot be changed. 
 
      
 
    Rank- a measurable level of an adept’s strength.  Each increase in rank represents a substantial increase in power and growth in one’s aura.  For instance, a rank 1 technique may be strong enough to break stone, while a rank 6 technique has the potential to decimate a small village. 
 
      
 
    Specialization-  The adept’s chosen path of advancement.  Each specialization offers a unique set of skills and techniques, as well as different methods to strengthen one’s aura. 
 
      
 
    Divine Power-  A rare technique obtained through refining the essence of a relic, god, or other divine being. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Well, I guess that explains it, Roy thought to himself. 
 
    “Are you... ok?” Remley asked as he watched Roy stare off. 
 
    Catching himself, Roy blinked away the notifications and squinted as he tried to get a better look at this man, this Remley’s face.  “Just looking to get these wounds tended to,” he replied.  Roy raised his arms to reveal the partially healed lacerations on his limbs and torso.  He kept his gaze firm and was careful to use language that the man would understand.  Words like doctor or hospital likely would just produce some strange looks.  In fact, Roy wasn’t sure how they understood any words that he said if this was in fact, a different realm. 
 
    “Those are some nasty looking cuts.  You get those outside the walls?” 
 
    Roy nodded.  “Got trapped outside after dark.  I barely made it out alive.”  He didn’t know this man or his motives, so he thought it best to tell him as little as possible for now. 
 
    Remley tipped his hat upwards, revealing a boyish face and a set of deep, amber eyes.  “I don’t see a guild sigil.  You a loner?” 
 
    Roy nodded. 
 
    Interesting.... you must be another outrealmer then.  Have you received any offers yet?  I’m sure more than a few guild recruiters caught a glimpse of your little show.” 
 
    Again, Roy found himself at a loss.  “Offers?  No.  Listen, I’m just looking for-” 
 
    “A little help?” Remley interrupted, a grin forming beneath the shadow of his brimmed hat.  “Ya know, I could get those wounds of yours cleaned up.  Maybe even get you a little something to eat.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?”  Roy replied, hesitant to trust anyone or anything in this damned place. 
 
    The flame adept shrugged.  “My crew and I are looking for someone that isn’t, well... useless.  We also don’t have a ton of money to shell out for help either, so you seem to fit the bill.” 
 
    “How’s that so?” Roy questioned. 
 
    Remley’s grin widened.  “Well, you just took down a Warden on pure strength alone, so you’re not useless, but by the way you’re dressed, I think I’m safe to assume you’re in dire need of some coin.  Useful and poor... a perfect two out of two!” 
 
    Roy’s cheeks grew flush, unsure if he was just complimented or insulted.  “Damn you,” he spat under his breath.  “And if I decline?” 
 
    Remley stepped into the sunlight and pointed a finger over Roy’s shoulder. “Then I suppose you’ll have to deal with those fellows.” 
 
    Roy turned to see three large men approaching from the far end of the road donning the symbol of a black-haired dog on their tunics.  Each of them pulled out a butcher’s knife as they laid eyes on Roy.   
 
    The deadly butchers of the blackdog guild had arrived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The Man in the Wide-brimmed Hat 
 
      
 
    Mid-morning, The slums of Aethrune CIty 
 
      
 
    Remley looked on with heightened curiosity as a fight broke out in the streets of Atherune.   
 
    Things had started out rather normal, with one of those hot-tempered blackdog butchers threatening to execute one of their poor, hapless apprentices.  Actually, it was a pretty common occurrence among the blackdogs.  Butcher takes an apprentice.  Apprentice fails to meet expectations.  Apprentice gets chopped. After witnessing it so many times, Remley had to wonder if it was the meat of those very apprentices themselves that the butchers served on their grills.  
 
    Crowds gathered as the butcher withdrew his knife, drawing gasps from the onlookers as he prepared to exact his form of ruthless punishment on the young lad... Then something unexpected happened.  A man stepped in to defend the poor apprentice.  A man with no apparent ties to the butchers was putting his honor and his life on the line for a measly apprentice. 
 
    This newcomer appeared in worse shape than a beggar, what with his torn clothes, disheveled hair and partially healed flesh wounds located on various parts of his body.  What made things even stranger was that beneath all that grime lied a man with impeccable physique and a spirit aura that left Remley marveling.  Normally, adepts with Void-type energy had spirit auras that were thick and slow-moving, mostly due to the void energy’s high density and increased power potential.  But this man’s void aura flowed through him with ease, as if he had the fleet-footed spirit energy of a wind adept.   If he learned to control that power, why he’d be truly formidable! 
 
    Remley watched as the man ducked and dodged attacks from the fearsome butcher Rojiro before channeling his power into an awkward strike that knocked the butcher out cold.  This man could fight, that was to be sure.  But the lack of control over his spirit aura clearly pegged him as an outrealmer. 
 
    Really, Rem found all of it quite fascinating. 
 
    As the crowd dispersed, Remley grabbed the attention of the strange newcomer before he managed to disappear back into the city’s depths.  He was certain that Leila would not be pleased with him bringing another outrealmer into their crew, but what was he to do?  They’d lost Rothus on their last expedition and he’d be damned if he’d they were going to dungeon dive a man short!  And besides, this man just looked so familiar… 
 
    As the man wandered over, Remley began to strike up a conversation, hoping to make things rather quick and easy.  After all, he was quite hungry and found small talk to be rather boring.  Remley chatted with the outrealmer for a moment and was certain he’d nearly convinced the man to come along.  That is until he was rudely interrupted by a trio of uninvited guests.  His spirit sense flared and he turned his head to the side as three burly-looking adepts made their approach. 
 
    The remaining butchers of the blackdog guild had arrived. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that,” the largest and most rotund of the butchers yelled as he reached for his belt and retrieved his knives.  Remley rolled his eyes as he walked to the stranger’s side, hands resting in his jacket pockets.  By the gods, he hadn’t even learned the man’s name yet… 
 
    Why couldn’t things ever be easy? 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy tensed as the trio of blackdog butchers approached, looks of outrage etched into each of their round faces.  The largest of the men began to spout threats as he pulled out a pair of butchering knives and rubbed them together, sending a shower of sparks onto the smooth, stone road.  Of all the enemies he could’ve made, of course it had to be a group of crazed knife-wielding butchers. 
 
    Without a lot of options before him, Roy fell into a fighting stance and raised his fists.  He couldn’t recuse himself from the fight and bowing to these men would only give their blades a quicker path to his neck. 
 
    “Boys, boys…” Remley’s voice interjected as the butchers began to move in.  “You surely don’t mean to bring harm to my friend here, do you?” 
 
    “That piece of filth attacked Rojiro and brought dishonor to our guild!” one of the butchers spat. 
 
    Remley grinned.  “If Rojiro was beaten by a piece of filth, then perhaps he is the source of your guild’s dishonor, not the filth in question.” 
 
    The face of the largest butcher turned a deep shade of red.  “I suggest you step back, Master Remley.  The Blackdog guild has no quarrels with you... and it would be a shame if you were to mistakenly feel the sting from one of our blades.” 
 
    Remley’s grin remained as he took another step forward.  “I think I’ll take my chances.... master butcher.” 
 
    “Fine,” one of them muttered in return.  The air grew unnaturally still as the trio of Blackdog butchers clutched at their blades and gazed into Remley’s unwavering eyes before shifting their sights back over to Roy.   
 
    Onlookers began to return as their curiosity got the better of them, but they notably kept much more distance than they had before, as if they knew what was to come. 
 
    Remley leaned back on his heels, leaving his hands placed firmly in his pockets “So, my dear men.... what will it be?” 
 
    The butchers grimaced, forced with the choice of defending their guild’s honor or backing down from this odd, unpredictable foe. 
 
    Foolishly, they chose honor. 
 
    The first butcher charged in, swinging his blades wildly as if he were surrounded by a thousand different enemies. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Soulblade skill: Slice and Dice 
 
      
 
    The Soulblade empowers his blade arms with frenetic spirit energy, allowing him to swing his blades with enhanced speed and strength while suffering a reduction in accuracy. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Remley grinned as the blades came slicing in, ducking and dodging the empowered attacks with hands still tucked into his pockets.  He almost made it look easy, leaning back before swaying to the left just as knife passed mere inches from his face.  With an insane burst of speed, Remley used his momentum to spin to the butcher’s back and deliver a stiff kick to the back of the man’s knee, forcing him to the ground. He then took a half-step forward and snapped a kick into the man’s jaw, causing him to crumble into a heap. 
 
    “You’re only going to bring yourselves further shame if you keep this up,” Remley warned, his grin growing ever-larger beneath his wide-brimmed hat.   
 
    Suddenly, the burly arms of the second butcher grabbed Remley from behind, tightening around his frame and squeezing with all their might.  “Not so cocky now,” the butcher whispered into Remley’s ear, certain he had the dexterous man dead to rights. 
 
    “No,” Remley replied with a grin still on his face.  “I feel quite the same,” as the words left his mouth, Remley snapped his head back, smashing it into the butcher’s nose as his hat flew into the air.  The butcher dropped, blood flowing from his broken nose as Remley reached out, plucking his hat out of the breeze and placing it firmly back on his head. 
 
    Roy watched in awe as this thin, oddly cheery man dispatched his attackers with relative ease, sending two of them to the ground without so much as removing a hand from his pocket.  The way Remley moved was so deceptive.  He masked each movement behind his wide grin and calm demeanor as if it were pure luck that he dodged the butcher’s blows.  Roy, however, had been in enough fights to see that his actions were quite deliberate.  This man was reading the butcher’s movements, then reacting before the strikes came in.  He was a true master of his craft. 
 
    “Please, tell me that we’re finished here?” Remley said, nearly taunting the largest and last remaining butcher as he gave the first a swift kick to the head, sending him into the waiting embrace of unconsciousness.   
 
    The last of the butcher’s growled in retort, lifting his cleavers above his head.  His spirit energy flared as anger appeared to boil over. 
 
    “The Blackdog butchers will never relent to,” the man’s words were cut abruptly short as a sharp elbow landed in the butcher’s gut.  Remley grinned, having closed the distance in the blink of an eye before delivering a devastating blow directly to the man’s core. 
 
    The butcher blinked, trying impossibly hard to form words before his knees finally buckled and his body fell to the ground in a heap.  Onlookers spoke in whispers, marveling at the efficiency with which the butchers were routed before slinking away back to their daily lives.  And then returned the silence. 
 
    Roy unclenched his fists and dropped them to sides, realizing that he had remained in fighting stance during the entirety of Remley’s little show.  Now, with three of his adversaries lying unconscious in the road and a fourth rolling about with a broken nose, he could finally breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Remley quipped as he wiped away a thin line of blood from his coat.  “Now, as I was saying, we really should be going.” 
 
    Roy paused, still uneasy about following this man into the unknown.  This strange adept had more than likely saved his life but going with him meant that he was putting himself completely at his liberty… and for someone like Roy, someone that liked to feel in control, it wasn’t easy. 
 
    Remley noticed Roy’s hesitation and frowned.  “Really, after all this, you’re still uncertain about my intentions?” 
 
    Row sighed, more due to his growing feeling of helplessness rather than the man’s comment.  He was tired, hungry, and still nursing wounds that hadn’t fully healed.  He needed a reprieve now more than ever, a moment to rest his mind, body, and spirit. 
 
    “Listen,” Roy said, his face twisted as if it pained him to force out a response.  “Dammit… I’m sorry, alright?  When you’ve seen the kinda stuff I have, being guarded kinda becomes second nature,” he took a deep breath before finally saying,  “I’d be grateful for your help.”  Roy bit his tongue, placed his fists together and bowed, an action he’d witnessed others perform as he passed through the market. 
 
    Remley raised an eyebrow as he gave Roy a final look over.  Then his smile suddenly returned.  “Excellent!  Now, if you just follow me, we’ll get you cleaned up!” 
 
    Roy followed Remley through the winding streets, passing by vendors and weaving through crowds as they made their way to the city’s edge.  As they walked, Remley spoke a bit more in detail about the name everyone had been calling Roy… an outrealmer. 
 
    “You see, ever since the third age of Eon began, people from other realms have been appearing all over the world.  Some are natural fighters like yourselves, while others possess… let's say varied talents.” 
 
    “And they’re just integrated into your society?  Just like that?” Roy asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “Gods no” Remley replied.  “The strong are typically recruited into guilds.  Some are extorted for other uses, some killed, and many of the weaker souls are taken into slavery.” 
 
    Roy grimaced.  If he hadn’t been able to handle himself back there, his fate could’ve been far worse.  “And it’s always been like that?” 
 
    “Wrong again,” Remley said with a grin.  “Eon’s history is split up into three ages.  The first age was a time when the gods walked the earth, waging senseless wars with one another that caused senseless mayhem for the mortals fortunate enough to survive.  The second age began when said gods realized that throwing around their cosmic powers wasn’t sustainable to the realm’s survival.  So, they split off into two main factions… the dark gods of the nether, and an alliance known as the High Gods, the most powerful being the renowned dragon-gods.  These two factions enlisted their children… demi-gods, as generals of their mortal armies and continued with their all-out war.” 
 
    “Sounds brutally familiar to earth,” Roy replied.  “Without all of the gods and stuff, anyways.” 
 
    Remley shrugged, then continued on.  “Eventually, the war of the second age took its toll.  Many demi-gods fell, and Eon found itself in shambles.  So a truce was created.” 
 
    “Truce?” 
 
    Remley nodded. “Yes.  The gods were heartbroken by the loss of so many of their children and created a truce.  Kind of ironic, actually.  Anyways, the daylight would belong to High Gods and their followers, while the night would belong to the dark gods of the nether.  So, the dark gods of the nether created the veil and the third age began.  And shortly after, outrealmers like yourself began cropping up everywhere.” 
 
    Roy pondered on that for a moment.  “Any idea why we’re being brought here all of a sudden?” he had an idea of his own, but he wanted Remley’s take on it. 
 
    Remley nodded.  “Honestly, I think that the High Gods aren’t happy about the way things are going.  They likely lose hundreds of followers to the veil every night and have decided to recruit you all as a workaround to help combat that.” 
 
    Roy gave a slight nod himself.  He wasn’t too happy to be the pawn of some ignorant god, but there was one fact he couldn’t ignore.  He was damn happy to be alive. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley and Roy continued their way to the city’s edge, leaving behind the bustle of Aethrune until finally, they arrived at the outskirts, an area where people were sparse, and buildings were even sparser.  Once there, Remley guided him over to a simple wooden building showing obvious signs of wear.  It was an odd little place, it’s walls constructed of that strange charcoal -colored wood, with a slanted roof the color of shale.  A single red-painted door sat at the building’s front with a number of small, square windows circling its exterior. 
 
    Remley let out a sigh of relief.  “Ah, home sweet home,” he said, guiding Roy towards the entrance with an extra skip in his step.  The officer followed reluctantly, unsure of what lied beyond the entrance of this strange, out of place structure. 
 
    As they approached the door of the house swung open and his question was quickly answered.  Standing in the doorway was a woman, her face twisted into one of the fiercest scowls Roy had ever seen.  She was slightly shorter than average, sporting long auburn hair accented by a single streak of black.  On her body she wore a simple blue tunic that hugged at her petite frame, its neckline cut low to accentuate her breasts.  Tall, traveler’s boots covered her legs up to the knee, and her left arm seemed to be covered by some sort of scripted wrapping, the fabric stretching from her wrist to her shoulder and held securely by a series of buckles and straps. 
 
    Still, what Roy couldn’t avert his gaze from was her eyes, those piercing blue orbs that seemed to peer beyond his physical body and directly to his soul.  The woman returned his gaze for a second, and he was certain that the faintest hint of a smile began to form at the edge of her lips.  Then, she abruptly turned her gaze to his counterpart. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been Remley?” the woman asked.  “And who’s this man-filth that you dragged back with you?” 
 
    Remley gave the woman a nervous tip of his hat then turned to face Roy, an uneasy smile still formed on his face.  “Er, what was your name again?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Unlikely Companions 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mid-morning, The edge of Atherune City 
 
      
 
    During his time as a patrol officer, Roy Skyworth had been forced into a number of... uncomfortable situations.  He’d responded to everything from family disputes to straight up bar fights, and he’d always played the part of peacekeeper.  Now, however, it seemed he was trapped in a situation of his own. 
 
    “Who the hell is this guy?” the woman said to Remley as she led the pair through the painted door and into the circular building.  Roy found it a bit disconcerting that the woman spoke about him as if he weren’t there.  Worse, he was finding it harder and harder to bite his tongue. 
 
    “Listen,” Remley reasoned.  “This man here will be a perfect replacement for Rothus.  Just give him a few days to shape up and,” Remley paused as the woman grabbed him by the arm and yanked him through another doorway, leaving Roy on his own.  The officer began to frown as he inspected the simple room devoid of flavor or decoration… that is until he realized he could still hear the pair’s muffled arguments through the building’s thin walls. 
 
    “You pull in some filth off the street and expect me to sign him onto our crew?” the woman’s tone was sharp and unforgiving, a clear sign that she was the one in charge around here. 
 
    Remley’s voice of reason returned.  “Listen, Leila.  This man… he stood up to the Blackdogs on his own, without any incentive other than because it was the right thing to do.  I’m telling you, he’s not just some sellsword that’s trying to make a quick coin.  I could sense it in his spirit, Leila.  Just give him a week… you’ll see that he’s a man of convictions.” Roy could hear the sincerity in Remley’s voice as he spoke on his behalf.  Did this odd warrior really feel that strongly about him?  Was there really something in Roy’s spirit that had caught this man’s eye? 
 
    Leila let out an audible sigh loud enough to be heard through the wall.  “Fine,” she conceded.  “But first, answer me this, Remley.  Is the real reason you’re bringing this man aboard because he reminds you of-” 
 
    “Enough,” Remley cut in, his tone far more serious than Roy had ever heard before.  It sounded like things were coming to a head. 
 
    Roy sighed before tapping on the wall a few times in quick succession.  “You know, I can still hear you,” he yelled, growing frustrated with the awkward situation.  The two went silent for a few seconds before finally re-emerging from the doorway, Remley with a smug smile slowly reforming back on his face. 
 
    Leila turned her attention to Roy, circling the man as if she were a lioness examining her prey.  In all honesty, it was more than a bit awkward, but at least Roy was able to grab a quick scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Leila 
 
    Wind Adept 
 
    Rank: 3rd 
 
    Specialization: Spiritlancer 
 
    Divine Power: Dark Passenger 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Leila paused, crossing her arms over her chest as she met Roy’s gaze.  She almost seemed annoyed that he’d interrupted her little squabble.  “So, your Remley’s new pity project.  Where exactly are you from?” 
 
    Roy pursed his lips, not quite sure how to answer her question. “I don’t need anyone’s pity… and I’m from Phoenix City.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” she said dryly, ignoring the first part of his statement.  “An outrealmer then… how long have you been in Eon?” 
 
    Roy narrowed his eyes. “Not long.” 
 
     “Specialization?” 
 
    “I don’t have one,” Roy replied.  From what he understood, specializations were equated to a type of job or class one applied their skills to.  So far, the only thing he’d witnessed was the defensive powers of the Warden path, but he was curious to see where his prior skills as an officer could take him. 
 
    “Prior guild affiliations?”  Leila continued. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “Any bounties on that pretty head of yours?” 
 
    Roy shrugged.  “Don’t think so,” and he really wasn’t, but somehow, he knew his non-committal answer would bother her.  At first, he had been wary of the woman, but the way she spoke was so abrasive that it almost felt criminal if he didn’t find a way to pay it back in kind. 
 
    Leila shook her head as if disappointed by Roy’s answers.  “Have you ever peered into the dark depths of one if Eon’s dungeons?” 
 
    Roy lifted his blood-stained rags.  “No, but I’ve felt the darkness out there.  I killed one of those damned beasts with my own hands.” 
 
    Leila’s brow slightly elevated as if his statement had piqued her interest, though she quickly hid the expression.  “I’ve seen children strong enough to combat darkbeasts,” she said, an assumed lie.  “Now, just one last question…  why did you attack one of the Blackdog butchers back there?” 
 
    Roy narrowed his eyes as he thought back to the way the butcher had mercilessly attacked his apprentice.  “Because where I’m from, justice isn’t decided merely by being the strongest.  What he was doing was wrong… you don’t just get to take someone’s life without consequence.” Roy grinned.  “And, because he was a prick.” 
 
    A smile finally formed on Leila’s face as she gave Roy a final look-over before turning to walk away.  “So be it…. Welcome to the Sky Wolves, kid.  You’ve got a week to prove your worth a damn.  And if you happen to lose an arm in the process, then that’s on you.” 
 
    “Well thanks,” Roy replied with sarcasm, giving the woman a quick look over as she disappeared through the doorway.  There was no doubt that she was fiercely attractive, but her attitude made interacting with her a bit… coarse.  Still, he couldn’t deny the fact that she and Remley had invited him into their home.  Now, a single question remained.  What the hell did he just sign up for? 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Mid-day, Atherune city 
 
      
 
    After Roy’s little meet and greet with Leila, Remley followed through on his earlier promises.  First, he gifted the officer a strange milky-looking potion that accelerated his natural healing nearly tenfold.  Roy viewed the thing as a miracle concoction, but Remley went on to explain that hundreds of potions far greater than that existed through the brilliant use of alchemy. 
 
    After his wounds self-healed, Remley fed him a meal comprised of strange, reddish roots and a clear slab of meat that reminded him of chicken.  He then drew him a bath and replaced his rags with some proper adept attire, which Roy actually found to his liking. The outfit was both stylish and efficient; tall traveler’s boots, black pants, a long white shirt that felt like cotton, a navy-blue tunic and a thin, black belt that was long enough to wrap around his waist twice.  He topped it all off with a pair of black gloves and a brown overcoat that fell to his knees.   
 
    Feeling a bit like a new man, Roy followed Remley out of the simple little house and back into the city’s streets. He was feeling better than he had in days, and with that feeling came a sense of clarity.  In order to thrive, he needed to gain a better understanding of the world and the potential role he played in it.  He needed to develop control over these strange powers, he had to test their limitations…  And most importantly, he needed to find some strong allies.   He was hopeful that Remley and his crew would satisfy that need, but it was still too early to be certain.   
 
    Really, the only thing that plagued Roy at the moment was the uncertainty surrounding his former life.  Everything he had seen thus far indicated that there would be no return to his days as an officer on the streets of Phoenix City… to his days as a father and husband.  Those thoughts threatened to tear his soul apart if he let them fester, so like so many times before, he forced those thoughts out of his mind.  
 
    The only thing that remained of the old Roy Skyworth was the police badge hidden safely in his pocket.  Though it didn’t have any applications in this new world, the item served as a memento, as a reminder of the code by which he lived by and the convictions that he held.  He also kept his baton and taser for more practical uses. 
 
    The two made their way out of the slum district and began heading towards a tall building near the city’s center. Remley’s chipper attitude had made a full return since his spat with Leila… perhaps even more so than before. 
 
    “Now that we’ve got you cleaned up, I’d say it’s time we helped you develop some control over that spirit aura of yours.  We can’t leave your spirit unrefined if you’re going to be a part of the Sky Wolves.”  
 
    Roy smirked.  “You never did elaborate…. Your crew, the Sky Wolves… what is it that they do exactly?”   
 
    “That we do.” Remley corrected.   “We’re primarily dungeon-divers.  We find the dungeons that others don’t dare to explore, and we extract the loot.  We keep what we need and sell what we don’t.  There’s quite a bit of danger involved, but it’s all rather exciting!  That is until we run out of money.” 
 
    “Is it just you and Leila then?” Roy probed. 
 
    “No, but you’ll meet the other two later.  We’ve always ran as a band of five, at least until Rothus suffered an accident.” Remley’s tone seemed to sour as he finished his words, but that same smile remained.  Roy almost wondered if that look of his was just a facade. 
 
    “So,” Remley continued.  “Seeing that you don’t have a specialization yet, what kind of basic skills do you have?  Were you part of an apprenticeship or a laborer or,” 
 
    “I was an officer of the law,” Roy interjected, his voice filled with pride that he hadn’t felt in a long time.  “My job was to serve and protect, to keep the peace, protect the innocent and apprehended criminals when necessary.” 
 
    “Ah, you sound like one of the Justicars of Dawnreach.  So very noble and so very naive, those men.”  Roy frowned, but Remley didn’t give him the chance to respond.  “So, Roy, where is it that you said you were from?  Earth?”  
 
    Earlier, Roy had given Remley an explanation of the events leading up to their meeting, and to his surprise, the man hadn’t looked at him like he was crazy.  Instead, Remley had embraced it, as if outrealmers were just some common occurrence.  Hell, he practically acted like Roy was some sort of summoned hero delivered to combat the dark creatures of the veil.  All of it made Roy wonder if the man was a bit crazy himself.  However, he’d also seen him fight... so perhaps a little crazy wasn’t such a bad thing. 
 
    “Yeah,” Roy replied.  “A planet kind of like this one, but more laws, more dysfunction, and an overly complex, screwed up hierarchy of power.” 
 
    Remley scoffed.  “Sounds dreadful.... but no matter.  With my guidance and your untapped potential, we’ll have your body and spirit aura combat ready in no time!” 
 
    Roy gave Rem a sidelong glance.  “You never really elaborated on what all that entails.” 
 
    Remley’s eyes lit up.  “Well, Roy boy... wait, is it alright if I call you Roy boy?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Roy replied dryly. 
 
    Remley shrugged.  “Well, Roy... like I was saying, what we need to do first is help you develop control of your spirit.  Then after that, we’ll help you settle on a specialization.  There are hundreds of different specs an adept can take, but choosing one will give your spirit focus, and eventually allow you access to some pretty powerful skills.” 
 
    Roy nodded.  “And... that’s it?” 
 
    Remley chuckled as the pair shuffled through a group of idle merchants. “Hardly...  You really are but an infant in this realm, aren’t you?” 
 
    Roy shot him a quick glare.  “I thought we’d established that.” 
 
    Remley nodded.  “I suppose we have.   Well, let me start with the very basics then.” the man adjusted the collar on his red jacket as if he were preparing himself for a speech.  “Every creature on Eon is born with a spirit, and every spirit manifests itself into a form of energy known as a spirit aura.  Now, the type of spirit aura you possess is largely determined through lineage.  For instance, my spirit is attuned to the element of flame, just like my father, grandfather, and both of my brothers.”  
 
    Roy took a second to examine Remley’s aura.  It was an alluring reddish-gold color, dancing through his channels like flames before coming to a sharp point at his palms. 
 
      Remley paused and gave Roy a cheeky smile, as if he were posing for a picture before quickly moving on. “Anyways, those with the knowledge and willpower to manipulate their spirit auras are known as adepts.” 
 
    Roy furrowed his brow.  “So, what I did against the butcher, forcing energy into my fist... was that the technique of an adept?” 
 
    “A sloppy, unrefined one,” Remley replied.  “But yes.” 
 
    Roy nodded as a slight grin formed on his face.  The feeling he’d gotten when he defeated the butcher was a good one, a feeling he wanted more of.  “So, how do I… refine myself?” 
 
    Remley choked back a laugh.  “That, my friend, is where your basic skills come into play.  Through training and meditation, you can create a solid foundation for your aura to grow.  Then, once you’ve chosen a spec, we can begin honing your skills and strengthening your mind, body, and spirit in a more specific direction!” 
 
    Roy gave Remley a nod of affirmation, grateful for his assistance (no matter how unorthodox it seemed).  Suddenly, Rem stopped as the pair reached the entrance of a multi-tiered structure that looked more like a castle than anything else.  Its walls gleamed against the rays of the worldstar, shimmering a metallic green as if the building was made of jade. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Location discovered:  The Adept’s Academy at Athreune 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “The triple-A,” Roy muttered, wondering if a membership included fancy bumper stickers to stick on the back of your flying cloud. 
 
    “Yes, lovely. Isn’t it?” Remley replied.  “Now, Wait right here.” 
 
    Roy immediately stiffened.  “Wait... isn’t this our destination?” 
 
    Remley grinned widely.  “Gods, no.  I’m just making a quick stop to grab some manuals and a few tools to aid in your training. You don’t really want to spend your years stuck in some droll academy learning the etiquette of an honorable adept the entire day, do you?” 
 
    “Well, no...  but what did you have in mind?” 
 
    Rem tipped his hat to a large gate that lied just beyond the academy, a gate that led outside the safety of the city’s walls.  “The fastest way to strengthen yourself is through absorbing the soul essence of living creatures.” Remley’s grin turned almost devious in nature.  “Roy, my friend... we’re going to kill some things!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    An Unruly Student 
 
      
 
    The Academy, Atherune City 
 
      
 
    A wave of nostalgia struck Remley Bonaduce as he walked through the doors of Atherune Academy.  There had once been a time many moons ago when he called this place home, a time when he was adored by his instructors for his natural talent wielding aura and for his undeniable charm.  Now that seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    In his earlier days, Remley had been afforded a top spot in the academy due to some ongoing donations from his father, the guild leader of the Steel Brotherhood.  Then one fateful day he received word during his training that his entire guild had been massacred in the dead of night and their guild hall ransacked for every last relic and gold coin.  At that point, Remley had little choice but to relinquish his namesake to the brotherhood and hide his guild sigil or face an inevitable assassination.  
 
    With donations no longer coming in, Remley was forced into the academy’s lower ranks, even despite his obvious talents.  Having both his heart and his pride shattered, he eventually decided that the venomous political nature of the academy was too much to bare and set off on his own.  As an act of kindness, he was granted continued access to some of the academy’s resources, though he suspected that decision was politically motivated as well.  Still, that didn’t stop him from dropping by and pocketing an elixir every now and then.  After all, his late father’s donations had covered their value a thousand times over.  
 
    After making his way through the main hall (and catching a few glares from some of the more reputable students), Remley found himself in the building’s lower laboratory.  As a student he’d never really cared for the lab, and the moment that he entered reminded him why.  Long tables lined the simple room adorned with brass mechanisms used to refine pills and elixirs.  Against the walls stood cases filled with bottled liquids of every shape and color, powders and indiscernible concoctions that sat in bottles and jars.  The place felt so crowded and delicate, a far reach from the open air of battle.   
 
    As Remley strolled a bit farther into the lab he noticed a trio of adepts, two students and and instructor, huddled around a large white circle on the floor near the back.  “Always tinkering,” Remley muttered to himself as he adjusted the bag over his shoulder.  The three adepts appeared to be spiritcrafting, a form of item creation that Rem had never been too good at.  Spiritcrafting involved combining one’s spirit energy along with a number of components to create new, more powerful items.  Often times, these creations had enhanced features that could be activated by channeling one’s aura into it, like a sword that could split flames or armor that could grow thorns.  It was even possible to create items that rivaled the power of relics if your spirit was strong and your components rare enough. 
 
    The group in the lab appeared to be working on a scythe infused with wind aura.  Of course, it was a weapon, Remley thought.  The only thing anyone ever worried about in this place was finding ways to get stronger, no matter the cost. 
 
    As Remley crept past the white circle it lit up, collecting all of the excess essence that floated into the air as the men performed their spiritcrafting techniques.  He was almost to his destination, a large cabinet at the far end of the room when a sudden voice brought him pause.   
 
    “Remley Bonaduce, is that you?”  
 
    Remley turned to see a man emerge from the spiritcrafting circle, his tunic glittering with some sort of residue from one of the components.  He was an older man with wispy brown hair and a seemingly permanent scowl etched into his aging face.  He was a man that Remley was less than fond of... Academy Instructor Jin. 
 
    “Ah, Jin.  Wonderful to see you today,” Remley replied, forcing a smile onto his face as he spoke.  “Apologies if I’ve interrupted your spiritcrafting.  I’m only dropping by to-“ 
 
    “It’s Instructor Jin,” the man interjected.  “Or Master Jin if that’s more to your liking.” 
 
    Remley twitched but was careful to retain his smile.  “Terribly sorry about that instructor.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got an elixir that needs to be concocted.” Remley strolled over to one of the brass refining stations and began tinkering with the device.  He really didn’t have any intentions of using the station.  No, his true target was the pills and elixirs stored in the far cabinet.  However, he couldn’t reach them with Jin breathing down his neck. 
 
    “Did you bring your own components?” Jin asked with a curt tone.  “Just because the headmaster granted you access to our labs does not mean you can use our treasured components on a whim.” 
 
    Remley sighed.  He wanted to tell Jin that his father’s donations had been more than enough to pay for the man’s salary and every component in the room...  Instead, he calmly replied, “Of course, instructor.” 
 
    He had another plan in mind. 
 
    Remley pretended to tinker with the device in front of him as Jin made his way back to the spiritcrafting circle.  Then he waited for an opportunity to arise.  Seconds later another student entered the room, a novice alchemist with a tired expression on her face.  After setting in, the student began to head towards the long shelves of components, likely to gather supplies for her refining...  This was perfect. 
 
    Remley watched carefully as the girl fumbled through the various rows of components, opening jars and reading label after label.   Then when she was in just the right spot, he set his plan into action.  Summoning a wisp of flame aura onto his fingertips, Remley took aim at the shelves full of components just a few feet away from the girl.  His eyes wandered for a moment until he found exactly what he was looking for, a jar filled with a greenish liquid that possessed a faint glow.  The label on the jar read ‘Bog devil ichor.  Highly flammable.’ 
 
    With a grin and a flick of his wrist, Remley sent the wisp of flame across the room and onto the jar’s lid.  Then he waited for the fun to begin. 
 
    A few seconds passed before the flame finally burned through the lid and reached its glowing contents, causing an explosion that engulfed the shelf almost instantly!  The young student was quickly blown back, though it appeared she was just far enough away to not sustain any lasting damage.  
 
    “What in the world?!” the instructor roared, leaping out of the spiritcrafting circle and shoving the girl out of the way as he tried to control the fire.  The other two students followed behind, fumbling for something, anything to help put out the flames...  Now was time for Remley to act. 
 
    Channeling his spirit aura into his legs, he moved across the room like a blur, coming to a stop directly in front of the instructor’s cabinet.  Without hesitating, he swung open the cabinet doors.  Sitting in front of him were rows of completed pills and elixirs, each fully refined and ready for use.   
 
    Immediately, Remley scooped up a half a dozen pills and a few choice elixirs and promptly shoved them into his bag.  They were all lower grade items, but they would prove more than suitable for his needs.  After all, if one of the high-grade elixirs went missing, then it would surely bring suspicion. 
 
    Having what he needed, Remley quietly shut the cabinet and turned to make sure the others were still dealing with his little diversion.  He was pleased to see Jin scolding the young student, his face red and spit flying from his lips as he spoke.   
 
    “What did I tell you about handling volatile components!” Jin went on. 
 
    “But master Jin, I... I didn’t...” she was at a loss for words.  Remley almost felt bad for pinning the ordeal on her.  Ah well, if she planned on moving up in the academy then she’d be facing a lot worse.  It’d be good to start developing a thick skin early on. 
 
    Remley snuck past the group and made his way towards the door, content with everything that he’d come for tucked safely into his bag.  He’d just about made it out the door when Jin yelled, “stop!” 
 
    Remley turned and gave the man a curious look.  “I’m sorry instructor, but I’d rather not practice alchemy in a room full of exploding shelves.” 
 
    “And your too good to help clean up this mess?  Why I should drag you over here and force you to scrub these floors with your damned ugly coat!” 
 
    Remley shrugged.  “Well, I guess it’s good that I’m not a student then.” 
 
    Jin looked like his head was about to explode, but Rem merely smiled and headed out the door.  He had a library hall to visit and some books to ‘borrow’. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments later, instructor Jin found himself sitting at his old, wooden desk, surveying the damage done to his lab.  The smell of fire still lingered in the room and char marks ran up the far side of the wall.   
 
    “An accident...” he knew that was hardly the case.  Even his youngest pupils were required to have a basic knowledge of components before performing alchemy.  No, something else was clearly at play. 
 
    With a sigh, Jin slid open one of his desk drawers and produced a large, circular orb of glass... a scrying orb.  After setting the orb on the desk, Jin activated it by channeling a bit of spirit energy into its core.  Seconds passed as the energy swirled inside of the device until finally a connection was made and the shadowy image of a man appeared behind the glass. 
 
    “Instructor Jin,” a commanding voice echoed from the scrying orb, filling the lab with its presence.  “To what do I owe the displeasure?” 
 
    Jin visibly sunk back in his chair. “H-headmaster Zion.  I’m sorry to bother you at this time but-“ 
 
    “Spit it out, Jin,” the headmaster’s voice thundered, causing Jin to jump. 
 
    “I apologize, Headmaster,” Jin replied, regaining his composure.  “But I must make a complaint.  That dog that you allow to linger around, Remley Bonaduce, has once again stolen from me!” 
 
    Zion’s shadowy figure shifted slightly in the orb.  “And what did he steal?” 
 
    “A number of pills for refining and regeneration, and a handful of elixirs,” Jin’s cheeks turned a shade of crimson as he spoke. 
 
    Silence filled the lab as Zion considered the information.  Then finally he replied, “Let him be.” 
 
    “But Headmaster?!  How can we idly sit by and watch as someone steals my... no, our resources?!”  Jin was practically yelling into the orb at this point. 
 
    Zion sighed.  “Would you consider Remley to be a resourceful adept?”  
 
    “I suppose I would...” Jin responded, unsure where the headmaster was going.   
 
    “And is he not the member of a group of dungeon divers?” 
 
    Jin nodded.  “He is...” 
 
    “Then it would be safe to assume Remley’s gathering supplies for a dungeon dive, one that will likely produce a valuable relic.” 
 
    Suddenly a grin began to form on Jin’s face as he began to understand Zion’s method of thinking.  “Of course, a relic obtained with our resources.  A relic that will rightfully belong to us… one that we will take from him.” 
 
    Zion’s shadowy face formed into a smile.  “It would only be suitable, seeing that he stole from the academy.” 
 
    “And when he doesn’t relinquish the relic?” Jin probed. 
 
    Zion let out a chuckle.  “Then we do to him what we do to anyone that crosses us...  We crush him.” 
 
    Jin leaned back in his seat as the image of the headmaster faded from the scrying orb.  Immediately images of Remley’s crushed body began to filter through his mind, of the man crying out in pain as his spirit was snuffed out for good. 
 
    It made him smile.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Venerable Assassin of the Thousand-legged Spiders Guild 
 
      
 
    Mid-day, Atherune City 
 
      
 
    Roy stood near the city’s northern gate for what seemed like an eternity while Remley disappeared into the large, jade academy in search of “necessary training supplies”.  At least now that he had proper adept attire, he wasn’t getting odd looks from the locals.  That was good, as it gave Roy the opportunity to do a little observing of his own. 
 
    Using his newly upgraded spirit scan, he began gathering information about some of the people on the streets.   Most of the men and women he scanned were of the 1st or 2nd rank and sported various types of spirit auras.  A few of them didn’t even register as adepts at all, which led Roy to believe they had no control over their spirit.  Common people. 
 
    As he gazed about, Roy did manage to spot a few adepts that piqued his interest.  A water adept of the low 3rd rank eased through the crowd, juggling globes of water in each hand to build focus.  On the far end of the street, a rough-skinned earth adept trudged about, a mantle of rock resting on his broad shoulders, and to his right, a light adept with a shimmering halo of pure aura fell in line behind a small troop of jade guards.  Although he may have been gawking, Roy couldn’t deny that he found each new adept that he came across quite fascinating. 
 
    Just as Roy was about to check for Remley, another adept caught his eye.  Lingering near the end of the crowded street stood a man shrouded in a tunic of black.  He was tall and lean, with long, disheveled hair a shade lighter than his shirt. The man’s dark eyes scanned over the crowd with a sort of tamed ferocity, the left side of his face covered in a large, vertical scar. 
 
    Roy leaned warily against the gate and gave the man a scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Varyon 
 
    Temporal Adept  
 
    Rank: 4th 
 
    Specialization:  Assassin 
 
    Divine Power: Hidden 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy nearly staggered as he read the data in front of him.... 4th rank?  The only person he’d seen of higher rank than three had been his mysterious savior, Zekefreid.  He straightened himself and examined the man’s spirit aura.  Despite the man’s power level, his temporal aura merely flickered like a small, blue flame in his chest.  Perhaps this Varyon was somehow concealing his power.  Well, it didn’t trick Roy’s spirit scan. 
 
    Noticing Roy’s stare, the scarred adept turned his fierce gaze on the officer, locking eyes with him for several seconds before moving in his direction.  A surge of panic shot through Roy as his jaw tightened and his muscles tensed. Suddenly, in that crowded square, he felt far more vulnerable. 
 
    Varyon approached, weaving through the crowd like a living shadow, each long stride made with purpose as he began to close in.  Did he know that Roy had scanned him?  Was that even possible? 
 
    Roy considered running but he had nowhere to go and fighting the man wouldn’t be much of a fight at all.  He had to think of something and quick.  He had to- 
 
    “Roy?”  Remley’s voice made him nearly jump out of his tunic.  He spun to see the cheery adept standing at his side, a huge leather sack slung over one of his shoulders. “Ready to head out, then?” 
 
    Roy spun back around and scanned the street for the scarred man but, saw no sign of his fierce gaze or sharp features.  He was so certain that the man had been coming in his direction... was he just being paranoid? 
 
    “Roy? Remley asked again, a tinge of concern now evident in his voice. 
 
    “Sorry,” Roy replied, shaking off his feelings of unease.  “Just taking in the sights.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The two left the safety of the city’s walls and traveled for what felt like an hour, following a beaten path through the area’s northern forest. The city gates had been opened to travelers once the worldstar had neared its peak in the sky and rightfully so.  The surrounding forest seemed far safer without the veil.  Still, Roy could hear the chitterlings of creatures that lied just beyond his sight. 
 
    “Ah, here we are,” Remley said, pausing at a rather large, charcoal colored tree before turning off the path.  The pair traveled for another fifteen minutes down a road much less traveled, weaving through a cluster of trees and hopping a large thicket before they found themselves in a large, grassy clearing. 
 
    Remley walked to the center of the clearing and slid the bag off his shoulder, then began rummaging through its contents.  As he searched, another man emerged from the far wall of trees and began heading in their direction.  
 
    This newcomer was tall and sturdy looking, sporting a disheveled brown tunic and cloak that wrapped around his neck and shoulders.  His chestnut colored hair sat in a mess atop his head, shifting with each step before it eventually fell in front of his eyes.  Patches of black stubble grew from the man’s chin, moving with each oscillation of his jaw as he chewed on a long, green reed.   
 
    If Roy had to guess, then he assumed that this man was some sort of woodsman.  Hell, even his earthy green aura seemed rugged in nature. 
 
    Curious, he gave him a scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Quinn 
 
    Earth Adept 
 
    Rank: 3rd 
 
    Specialization: Dread Hunter 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Quinn returned Roy’s stare with a puzzling look of his own, then quickly shifted his gaze over to Remley.  “So, this is our new recruit, Rem?  Some spirin with a wild aura?” 
 
    Remley chuckled.  “I don’t know if I’d consider him a spirin yet.  He doesn’t even have a spec chosen.” 
 
    Quinn sighed as if this sort of thing was typical from his soulblade counterpart.  Still, he was far less abrasive about Roy’s presence than Leila had been. 
 
    As Remley and Quinn broke into discussion, Roy took the time to do a little investigating of his own.  He focused on the word that Quinn had called him... spirin.  Suddenly, a window appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Spirin: The official title given to a low-ranking adept. 
 
      
 
    Adept rankings in the realm of Eon: 
 
      
 
    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  
 
      
 
    Adepts can increase in rank through refining their skills, channeling their aura and absorbing soul essence.  Increasing one’s title requires greater milestones be achieved. 
 
    Adepts beyond the 12th ranking fall under a different branch of classifications. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Spirin, eh? Roy thought to himself.  It was a title to indicate one’s level as novice.  Well, he’d been a novice when he entered the police academy and that didn’t stop him from rising to the top of his class.  He would just have to rise here as well. 
 
    After several seconds of digging, Remley emerged from the satchel with a pair of thick, leather-bound manuals in his hand.  “Ah, and here we are!” 
 
    Quinn rolled his eyes as Remley tore open one of the manuals and began thumbing through the pages with a rather inquisitive look on his face.  He squinted as his eyes scanned the pages, so much so that Roy was certain if bifocals existed in this realm, then Rem would be slapping them on at any second.  Finally, he lifted his gaze to Roy and smiled. 
 
    “Alright then Roy, let’s get started!  Now, the first thing we need to do is gain control of that spirit aura of yours.  A strong aura is a basis for every strong adept, no matter the strength.” 
 
    “Did you just read that out of that book?” Roy asked, suddenly wary of Rem’s guidance. 
 
    Remley just chuckled.  “Eons, no.  I’m just reading ahead.  What I have here is a void adept’s manual, something a bit beyond your level until you learn the basics.  Now, enough questions.  Focus on your spirit aura.” 
 
    Roy nodded and turned his focus inward, envisioning the dark-violet spirit energy coursing through his veins.  It flowed through his body like a rushing river, crashing through his limbs and swirling in his chest like a wild, uncontrollable force, like a power that he felt but didn’t quite have the knowledge to tap into fully. 
 
    “Good,” Remley said, watching Roy carefully as his eyes shut and he fell into a realm of complete concentration.  “Now, you may find this difficult, but I need you to try and slow the flow of your spirit aura.” 
 
    Roy furrowed his brow as he slowed his breathing and tried to follow Remley’s instructions.  It was as if he was trying to flex a hundred different muscles that he didn’t know he had.  Every time he focused, it seemed his spirit aura intensified... and he was supposed to slow it down? 
 
    “Breathe, kid,” Quinn reiterated in his deep voice as he chewed away at his reed.  “Put your mind in a place of calm.  Then, start at the very center of your body and work your way outwards.” 
 
    Roy nodded again, this time resetting himself as he slowed his breathing to a near-meditative state.  A place of calm, he thought to himself, drowning out the sounds of the surrounding forest as his body naturally fell into a fighting stance.   
 
    Seconds later, Roy closed his eyes and he was no longer in that strange forest.  No, now he was back at home standing in the dim light of his unfinished basement.  The smell of sweat reached his nose as he hammered away at his punching bag, knuckles aching with a familiar pain as he slammed his fists into it with all of his might.  This was his place of calm.  There were no more problems, no more strange creatures or powers to control.  It was just his fists and the bag.  His fists and the…. 
 
    “Roy!” Remley’s voice pulled Roy out of his meditative state, forcing his eyes to snap open.  “You’re doing it!” 
 
    A bit surprised, Roy focused on his spirit aura and found that indeed it had been tamed…. Well, at least for the moment anyway.  His void aura, once wild and untamed, now circled through his body like the calm, deliberate churns of a windmill.  He smiled, feeling accomplished at having achieved his goal so quickly… and then he lost it. 
 
    “Damnit,” Roy muttered, clenching his fists in frustration. 
 
    “Don’t fret it,” Remley quickly reassured him.  You’re building an excellent foundation.  Now, just practice this until its second nature and we can move on to the next step!” 
 
    And practice, he did.  For what seemed like hours, Roy worked on controlling his aura, taking his mind to that calm place while still trying to retain function of the rest of his body.  Once he felt like he was getting somewhere, Remley picked up a very large stick and started swinging it at him, forcing him to duck and dodge the attacks while maintaining firm control of his spirit aura.  It was quite difficult, and Quinn found it all too amusing, nearly spitting out his reed when Roy made a misstep and absorbed a rather solid blow to the top of the head.  Still, by the end of the Remley’s little exercises, Roy was confident that he’d wrestled control of his spirit. 
 
    Suddenly, a notification appeared in the form of a translucent screen in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Base skill obtained:  Spirit Focus 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy fought back a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Very good, wouldn’t you say Quinn?”  Remley said emphatically.  “Now, I’d say you’re ready for the next step!” 
 
    “Bring it,” Roy replied, drawing a slight nod of approval from Quinn.  The fledgling void adept was dripping with sweat and his body was aching from spiritual exertion, but he didn’t care.  As far as Roy was concerned, you weren’t making progress until you started to feel the pain. 
 
    Remley set his leather manual on the ground and positioned himself in front of Roy, eying him carefully.  “Now that you have a decent enough grasp of your spirit aura, it’s time to learn some proper aura manipulation,” Remley straightened his stance and put his arms out at his sides.  “There are two primary techniques that act as a basis for every skill and every specialization.  The first is using your spirit aura to reinforce your body… and the second is channeling your spirit aura into an external force.  Here, let me demonstrate.” 
 
    Remley took a step back and began channeling his spirit aura into his fist, causing the limb to glow a faint red.  Then, without warning, he leaped to the side and slammed his fist into a nearby tree.  Pieces of bark and wood flew into the air as his fist left a sizable crater in the tree’s trunk.  His hand, however, seemed unscathed.   
 
    Roy was familiar with this technique.  He’d done something similar, albeit at a much cruder level when he faced off against the butcher.  That, coupled with his innate fighting ability, allowed him to pick up the technique relatively quickly.  Under Remley’s guidance, he practiced channeling his aura into different points in his body until a spirit-enhanced kick caused a notification to appear in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Base skill obtained:  Body Reinforcement 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy pumped his fist in celebration, though the other two just gave him strange looks.  He’d almost forgotten that the spirit notifications were exclusive to him.  “I’m ready for the next one,” Roy urged, ready to take on the next challenge. 
 
    “You’re sure?” Quinn asked.  “It can take people days to learn proper body reinforcement… sometimes weeks if they’re slow.” 
 
    Roy nodded, then quickly fell into a fighting stance.  Channeling his spirit aura, he sent pulses of void energy into his fist as he slammed them into the side of a nearby tree.  The wood cracked and splintered as pieces of the tree fell to the ground, unable to withstand the power of Roy’s assault.  The holes weren’t quite as big as Remley’s, but they were impressive enough.  After a quick flurry, Roy turned to regard Quinn who shrugged and continued to gnaw on his reed. 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Remley said, guiding Roy back towards the center of the clearing.  “Your final lesson for today will be channeling your spirit aura into an external force of energy.  Here, let me show you.”  Remley cupped his hands at his side and channeled his aura into a burning ball of fire that grew to the size of his fist.  Then without warning, he threw his arms forward and launched it right at Quinn. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Fire skill: Fireball 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Quinn’s eyes went wide, and the reed fell from his lips as the ball of pitch came barreling at his face.  Acting on instinct, the man raised his arms as long, ivory spikes jutted from his forearms to deflect the blow. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Dread Hunter skill: Bone Armor 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Remley chuckled as plumes of smoke rose from Quinn’s forearms.  “Look at that Roy, you got a two for one show!” 
 
    Quinn shook his head in annoyance, then promptly plucked his reed off the ground and shoved it back in his mouth. 
 
    “Now, it’s your turn,” Remley said, turning back to Roy.  “Focus your spirit aura just like you did before, but this time channel it directly into the meridian in your palm.” 
 
    Roy cocked an eyebrow.  “Meridian?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Quinn interjected.  “They’re like the pressure points of your spirit.  They can act as gates to restrict your aura to certain parts of your body, or outlets to channel skills.  The one in your palm is the easiest to channel.” 
 
    Roy stared at his open palm for a second, then immediately began channeling his void aura into it.  Black-violet energy began to form above his hand, twisting and turning as if he was trying to contain a ball of lightning. 
 
    “Good!” Remley said.  “Now cup with your free hand and throw it!” 
 
    Roy tried to mimic Remley’s previous attack by cradling the ball of energy in his hands, but it proved much harder than just channeling aura through his body.  He was certain that his martial skill and physical conditioning had aided in his body reinforcement training, but this... hell, he’d never done anything even close to this before.   
 
    As he tried to mold the energy, it exploded in his hands, creating an array of dazzling dark-violet light before simmering into nothing. 
 
    Again, and again he tried to channel spirit energy into his palm, and each time the energy either proved too volatile or immense to control.  Quinn nearly seemed ready to nod off when Roy finally managed to half-way stabilize a sphere of void energy in his palms. 
 
    “Finally,” Quinn muttered, arms crossed over his chest as he watched. “Now launch the thing and let’s move on.” 
 
    Roy complied, cupping the sphere of energy into his hands before launching into the air.  The energy spun uncontrollably, traveling a few yards before exploding with a sharp crackle.  He waited for a notification to appear in his vision, but seconds passed, and nothing came.  He hadn’t quite gotten it yet. 
 
    “Alright, moving on,” Remley said, reaching for his leather sack. 
 
    Roy immediately protested.  “Wait, I don’t think I’ve got the hang of this one.” 
 
    Remley shrugged as if it didn’t make a difference.  “It’s going to have to do for now.  We’ve got one more exercise planned, and I don’t want to be stuck out here after dark,” As he spoke, the man pulled out a rather large slab of meat, a slab that looked eerily similar to the butcher’s ruined raktos tail.  Had he snatched that up during the scuffle with the butchers? 
 
    “What are you doing with that?” Roy asked with trepidation. 
 
    Remley merely smiled as he gave the slab of meat a shake, forcing its juices to drip onto Roy’s boots.  “This is the key to our last exercise, Roy.  You’re going to put those new skills of yours to the test.” 
 
    “Against a slab of meat?” 
 
    Quinn shook his head as Remley let out a hearty laugh.  “No Roy boy, the meat is just bait.  Quinn here was nice enough to lure a sparring partner into the area for you.  In fact, he should be here any second!” 
 
    Suddenly a terrible hiss echoed through the clearing, causing Roy’s skin to crawl.  Remley tossed the Raktos tail at Roy’s feet and Quinn leaped onto an overhanging branch just seconds before a creature emerged from the tree-Line, baring its teeth and making its presence known. 
 
    The beast was unlike anything Roy had ever seen.  Its body was larger than a horse, though long and scaly like a lizard, and with a mane of colorful feathers on its neck.  The creature’s tail snapped back and forth, sporting a hook-like claw on its tip. Its fangs and claws looked immeasurably sharp and its terrible yellow eyes had already locked on Roy’s form. 
 
    Suddenly, a notification appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Minoragarwa 
 
    Natural beast 
 
    Ecology: Wooded areas near swamps, lakes or streams 
 
    Nature: Highly Aggressive  
 
    Vulnerabilities: Underbelly  
 
    Notes: The minoragarwa is a semi-aquatic, carnivorous beast.  It will attack other creatures without warning and has even been recorded posing aggression towards its own kind.  The minoragarwa has a sack inside of its belly that allows it to digest nearly any kind of poison. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy nearly stumbled off his feet as the creature hissed and bared even more of its fangs.  Fear began to swell in Roy’s core... he barely knew one skill!  How was he supposed to fight something like this? 
 
    “Wha- what do I do, Rem?” 
 
    Remley gave Roy a quizzical stare.  “Do?  Roy, that thing wants to eat you.  Kill it!” 
 
    At that instant, every muscle in Roy’s body tensed and it was all too clear why the Sky Wolves were short a crew member. 
 
    Then, before he could protest any further, the minogarwa charged. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Varyon Risen, assassin of the Thousand-legged Spiders Guild was quite certain that he hated Atherune city.  In his short time in Atherune, he’d seen a number of adepts dressed in odd-colored robes, ran into more than a few with some alarming body modifications and nearly even tripped over a beggar in the street! This cesspool was no way to run a city, that was to be sure.  Varyon wondered if the jade storm guild had grown so relaxed in their rule that they had stopped patrolling the streets altogether.  Well, if they did then that would just make his mission all the easier. 
 
    Varyon tore away his hood, revealing his scarred face as he scanned the streets for his target.  Sure, he was risking detection by showing himself so openly, but he didn’t care.  If anyone recognized him, then he would just kill them before he left. 
 
    Varyon had been scouting for hours and thus far, the only man to show interest in him was some guildless spirin with a wild void aura.  That man might as well have been a dog as far as he was concerned, though when he thought on it, perhaps the dog offered more of a threat.  At least it could bite. 
 
    After nearly an hour of scouting, Varyon finally laid eyes on his target.  The woman was tall and slender and covered in robes of white, which were exemplified by the shine of her light aura. Above her head floated a small, iridescent halo, the sigil of her guild, the Godsayers.  Surrounded by a small escort of jade guards, the woman barely seemed to notice or care what was going on around her.  That was good, because for all her beauty, to Varyon she was no more than a target. 
 
    Varyon Risen was a member of a rather infamous guild in Eon, the Thousand-legged Spiders.  It was a guild that operated in the shadows, hell-bent on controlling the realm through any means necessary.  Rumor was that the guild had come into possession of a number of powerful artifacts, as well as a few political secrets that were better kept hidden.  Of course, these were just rumors... anyone that could confirm such things had already been killed. 
 
    Varyon’s role in the guild was a simple one.  He was an extractor... he found his target, extracted any information the sect required, then dealt with them accordingly.  Such was the reason he was in Atherune.  This godsayer emissary held information on the location of a dungeon which housed a very rare, very powerful artifact….   
 
    Fortunately, that information would be his very soon. 
 
    Varyon followed the light adept and her guards to an old, sparsely used monastery.  According to his sources, the Adept was planning to broker a deal for her information later that day and had secured a private location for such dealings.  Oh, how foolish they were. 
 
    Varyon watched from the shadows as the adept entered the monastery with her guard in tow, still far too inattentive for her own good.  Those guards had lured her into a false sense of security, but they were mere spirins.  They would be no match for him. 
 
    After the woman was completely out of sight, Varyon crept around to the monastery’s rear and activated his guild sigil.  A black spider tattoo began to glow beneath his tunic, granting him the ability to scale the monastery’s wall with ease.  He crept to the nearest window, a small pane of glass sealed with a simple rune.  From his pocket he produced a simple cloth etched with a rune of its own.  He pressed the cloth to the glass and both runes disintegrated to dust, allowing the window to open freely.  He was in, and it was time to carry out his mission. 
 
    Varyon leapt from the window sill, landing in between two of the guards with the grace of a feline. Immediately he activated the second skill of his guild sigil, launching a web of pure aura from his hand that ensnared the now fleeing light adept and held her true.  It wouldn’t hold her forever, just long enough for him to take care of the guards. 
 
    The four jade guards quickly fell into their fighting stances as Varyon’s temporal spirit aura flared to life.  Its power afforded him the ability of spatial manipulation, allowing him to slow and distort things within his reach. If wielded efficiently, the temporal spirit aura was one of the deadliest weapons in the realm... and Varyon was a prodigy. 
 
    As the spears of the jade guards came in Varyon focused, creating a field of temporal energy around himself that slowed their attacks to a crawl. Everything within the adept’s temporal field moved with a fraction of its intended speed… everything except him.  All he had to do was lure them into range and they would be little more than moving targets.   He crouched as the spears inched closer, waiting until the men had fully extended their weapons before counterattacking with vicious force. 
 
    Varyon lunged at the first guard, smashing his fist into the man’s throat with an empowered strike, shattering his windpipe and forcing him out of the temporal bubble.  As the man fell back, Varyon ripped the spear from his hand, pivoting on his heel and slamming the tip into the second guard’s eye socket.  Both of the guard’s spirit auras were snuffed out in an instant as they fell to Varyon’s deadly strikes.  Sure, they were trained adepts, but their power paled in comparison to a 4th ranked Spiriteka. 
 
    Varyon continued his dance of death, stabbing the 3rd guard through the heart as the fourth and final guard managed to retreat from the temporal field.  The man’s spirit flared with emerald energy as he readied his spear, but it was more bravado than anything else. 
 
    Varyon channeled his aura once more, this time creating a swirling ball of temporal energy in his hand. The jade guard grimaced as Varyon activated the orb, using it to draw him in as it manipulated the gravity in the room.  Before the guard could anchor himself, Varyon lunged forward and swept his spear tip across the man’s throat, spilling his lifeblood across the cold, stone floor. 
 
    With the guards dead, Varyon turned and walked towards the godsayer emissary as she struggled to free herself from the final grasps of his aura web.  He could see the terror in her eyes as if her mind was frantically searching for a way out.  “Please... you... you can’t do this!” she yelled, growing desperate as Varyon drew ever closer.  
 
    He ignored her pleas and placed a hand on her neck.  “Give me the information I desire,” he said, his voice cold and unapologetic. 
 
    “I-I have nothing,” she stammered, cowering in his presence. 
 
    Varyon let out a growl this time, the first sign of any emotion he’d shown since arriving.  “Give me the location of the damned dungeon!” 
 
    Suddenly, the woman grew defiant and her halo brightened.  “I will give you nothing, assassin,” she said, her voice shaky, 
 
    Varyon raised his spear and pressed the tip into her cheek, drawing a thin line of blood that ran into the corner of her lip.  “My masters require your knowledge.  Now give me what I want and spare yourself the suffering.” 
 
    The light adept shuddered but her lips remained pursed, and for a second Varyon thought that she might hold onto her secrets. 
 
    She lasted less than a minute. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Aura Bullet 
 
      
 
    The Wilds, Outside Atherune City 
 
      
 
    Roy Skyworth had fought plenty of battles with his fists over the years, but never against anything like this. The creature charging at him looked like some sort of prehistoric terror with fangs and claws that were sharper than knives, a genetic creation built to hunt, and to kill.  The beast let out a terrible hiss before charging at him with rubbery-looking legs, clearly ready to tear him to shreds. 
 
    Roy grimaced.  Damn that Remley and his training. 
 
    The minoragarwa lunged at Roy as he channeled his void aura into his legs, jumping over the creature with an empowered leap as it snapped its jaws in his direction.  He wasn’t even sure if his leap would work, but using his spirit aura was already becoming instinct, and he needed to rely on those instincts (along with everything else in his arsenal) if he was going to survive. 
 
    Roy landed sloppily, stumbling to his knees as the beast pivoted and charged right back at him.  His legs ached as rose to his feet and rolled away from a second lunge, the creature’s claws sheering the very air in front of him. He knew he wouldn’t be able to dodge this thing forever, especially with fatigue already setting in.  He needed to fight back... he needed to put this damned thing down. 
 
    The minoragarwa made a third pass at him, it’s yellow eyes flaring with rage, but this time he didn’t flee.  Channeling his void aura into his right arm, the adept leaned back and took aim at its face.  Then, as it leaped into range, he threw the hardest punch he’d ever thrown in his life. 
 
    The sickening sound of cracking bones echoed through the clearing as Roy’s empowered fist connected with the creature’s face.  His arm immediately went numb and he wasn’t exactly sure whose bones had broken... that is until he saw the beast’s jaw go slack. 
 
    The monstrous reptile howled in agony as the bottom half of its jaw flapped about haphazardly, greenish blood oozing from the corners of its mouth.  Roy had definitely broken its jaw, an attack that seemed to be causing the creature a great deal of pain.  And yet those yellow eyes still focused on him with unbridled rage.  Damn this thing was relentless! 
 
    “Launch a projectile at it!” Remley yelled from above, his feet dangling from the tree branch where he sat.  “And make it count... it’s going to get dark soon!” 
 
    “Damn you,” Roy cursed under his breath, giving the man a sidelong glare before turning his focus back to the minoragarwa.   At this point, he half-wished that Remley would’ve dumped him off at the academy for his training. 
 
    Despite its injury, the reptilian beast crouched low and prepared to charge, its anger outweighing its pain.  Even if it couldn’t bite him, those claws on its hands would tear the man to shreds in seconds. 
 
    Roy lifted his hands as the creature came barreling in, following Rem’s instructions and channeling aura into his palms.  His body was weary, and his right arm ached something fierce, but still he channeled, drawing the energy needed to finish the creature off. 
 
    The minoragarwa closed in and leaped at Roy, extending its claws and exposing its soft underbelly.  This was it.  This was Roy’s chance to end it.  He cupped his hands, rotated his sphere of void energy, took aim.... 
 
    And lost control of the sphere. 
 
    His ball of energy broke apart and fizzled into nothingness as the minoragarwa crashed in, slamming him into the ground under its deceptively heavy weight.  Its claws came next, slicing through Roy’s shoulder with ease as saliva poured from the creature’s broken mouth. 
 
    “Help!” Roy choked out, fighting against the pain and the pressure, reinforcing his body with spirit aura just to keep himself from being crushed. The creature thrashed again, slicing his bicep with its other claw, it’s tail whipping about wildly in the air behind it.   
 
    The reptilian’s intensity flared as it let out another hellish screech in his face.  It was just as Roy had feared, no one was coming to his rescue.  For a split-second, Roy thought he might be the victim of some cruel entertainment… but no.  Remley had invested too much into him already.  He must’ve truly believed that Roy had the power to overcome this thing.  Well, he was going to prove him right dammit. 
 
    Letting out a primal cry, Roy pressed his open palms into the creature’s belly and began channeling his aura into his palms.  The fatigue felt heavy in his bones and his spirit aura was nearly depleted, but he was not going to let this thing have him.  He was not going to lose his life again! 
 
    Roy’s hands glowed violet with void aura as he pooled his energy into a collective mass and forced it out through his palms, blasting the minoragarwa with everything he could muster.  The creature flew from atop his body, skidding through the grass under the force of Roy’s blow.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Skill obtained: Aura Blast  
 
    (Base Skill) 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The adept immediately climbed to his feet and glanced to the trees, searching for the watchful eyes of Remley and Quinn... eyes that were no longer there.  Had they abandoned him?  Had they seen enough and just left him to die? 
 
    His eyes scoured the tree-line before quickly switching focus back to his foe, but it was a bit too late.  A scaly tail slammed into his abdomen, knocking the wind out of him and sending him crashing into a nearby tree.  His back ached and his head spun as it bounced off the blackened tree bark, but a quick cycle of aura brought him back to his senses. 
 
    With another hiss, the creature charged in his direction once more, it’s tongue now slithering like a wild tendril out of its slack jaw.  Pinned against one of the surrounding trees, Roy pushed off and spun to his right, only to get clipped by the beast’s charging shoulder.  The blow sent him spiraling over the creature’s feathered back before he slammed into the unforgiving dirt.  Before he could rise, the beast made another pass, slashing at his head and smacking him back into the grass before he could make a move. 
 
    Blood began to drip from a cut on Roy’s forehead, running over his left eye as his other eye met his attacker’s gaze.  The beast had slowed momentarily, now circling Roy with anticipation as it plotted its final strike against its wounded prey.   
 
    Slowly and deliberately, Roy climbed to a knee and raised a hand into the air.  These hit and run tactics were depleting him.  He wouldn’t surivive another pass from the minoragarwa, he was sure of it... but he wasn’t certain he could kill it either. 
 
    Concentrating on everything he had left, Roy poured his spirit into his shaky palm and took aim at the stalking beast. 
 
    “Focus, Roy!” a distant voice hollered, a voice he was certain was Remley.  “Focus and take your shot,” 
 
    Take your shot... those words triggered something in Roy.  He’d heard those words before.  Back in the academy, his instructor had echoed that same sentiment at least a hundred during firearms training, and each time he’d blasted away the center of his target with ruthless precision.  He was a hell of a marksman, and that phrase had helped his mind slip back into that zone. 
 
    The former officer fell back into that familiar place, envisioning the cold steel of a pistol in his hand.  Rather than hold his palm open, he tightened his fist and straightened his index finger, channeling his aura into the finger’s tip. 
 
    A sphere of void energy began to form in front of him, taking the shape of a tiny black-violet orb.  He poured the last of his spirit energy into the sphere, using his heightened to focus to compress it tightly. 
 
    The minoragarwa pivoted and charged, bearing its claws for a final time as it prepared for a killing blow.  Roy’s muscles tightened and his finger twitched, launching the sphere of void energy like a shot from a rifle! 
 
    The beast leaped as the tiny sphere pierced its belly, and for a split-second Roy wasn’t certain if it would be enough.  Then the creature screeched as scales and guts flew out of the giant-sized hole in its back.  It tried to rise on its hind legs, but its wounds were too grievous, and it folded over itself, quite dead. 
 
    Roy let out a painful sigh as a cloud of essence rose from the minoragarwa’s body and floated into his chest, easing the pain in his wounds.  A pair of notifications appeared in his field of vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Soul Essence obtained 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Compiling data… 
 
    Compiling… 
 
      
 
    Unique skill discovered! 
 
      
 
    Skill obtained: Aura Bullet 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy grinned as he fell to his back and waved away his notifications.  Aura Bullet… that had a nice ring to it.  As he propped himself up on his elbows, Roy eyed the return of Remley and Quinn.  Each of the men had splatterings of greenish blood on their boots, tunics, and faces.  This was likely from the giant reptilian corpse that rested on Rem’s shoulder… the body of a minoragarwa that was nearly twice the size of the one he had faced! 
 
    “Sorry, Roy boy,” Remley said with reluctance.  Mamma-garwa here was a bit closer than we realized, and we couldn’t have her intervening during your training.” 
 
    Roy wasn’t certain what surprised him more, the ease with which Remley carried that giant lizard over his shoulder, the way that he and Quinn had disposed of it so quickly, or the fact that he didn’t seem to care that Roy had almost died.  And why the hell was he still calling him Roy boy!? 
 
    “We need to get back to town,” Quinn interjected, pulling the void adept from his thoughts.  “We don’t want to end up out here after dark.  Our power levels will be attracting all kinds of horrors from the veil.” 
 
    Remley nodded and scooped up his sack of training supplies, its remaining contents still a mystery.  With a giant lizard on one shoulder and an over-sized satchel on the other, the man looked almost comical. 
 
    Roy forced himself to his feet and his knees immediately began shaking.  His body was completely drained of aura and his muscles were taxed.  Hell, he wasn’t sure if he could even walk. 
 
    Noticing his struggle, Quinn leaned over and scooped Roy onto his shoulders, drawing a look of ire from the former officer.  “Really, you don’t have to-“ 
 
    “Just hold on,” Quinn growled, causing Roy’s cheeks to go a bright red.  Then, before he could protest any further, the man bolted back towards the city’s gates with him in tow. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before the city was in sight, the dimming light of the worldstar reflecting off its stone walls.  Roy was certain he’d regenerated enough energy to walk by now, and he’d told Quinn as much, but the dread hunter seemed to find joy in hauling him around like a sack of meat.  Lovely. 
 
    “You did wonderfully, Roy,” Remley said as Quinn finally set him down and the trio re-entered the city.  “Now that you’ve got the basics down, we can meditate and process those acquired soul essences of youra.  And after that, we can get you started on a specialization.  After all, we have a dungeon to delve in just four days’ time!” 
 
    “And I’ll be ready?” Roy asked.  “Just like that?”  
 
    Remley gave him a sidelong glance, then reached into his pouch and fished out the leather-bound manual.  “Take this,” Rem instructed.  “This is a core manual on the many paths and techniques of the void adept, a perfect tool for you to gather a greater understanding of your spirit aura.” 
 
    Roy nodded, leaping from Quinn’s back and in thanks and took the manual in his hands.  It was thick and its pages were filled with thousands of runic markings that he couldn’t begin to comprehend.  He wasn’t quite sure how he’d begin studying the manual when he couldn’t even read it. 
 
    Disgruntled, Roy flipped to the first page where a large, violet diamond sat etched into the paper.  Suddenly, something flickered in his vision and his spirit scan came to life. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Core manual:  The Path of the Void Adept 
 
    Level: Beginner 
 
      
 
    Would you like to upload? 
 
    Yes / No? 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Hesitantly, Roy focused on yes, and what came next quite literally nearly blew his mind.  His hands fanned through the manual’s thousands of pages as his eyes scanned every symbol, every marking, every piece of data in front of him.  His mind ached something fierce as the spirit scan downloaded the information directly into his brain, as if it were laying the blueprints for his very spirit. 
 
    He shuddered as the book snapped shut in his hands, its data now churning in his head like a storm of pure knowledge.  He should’ve collapsed from the pain, should’ve wiped away the blood now leaking from his nostril, but all Roy could do now was smile. 
 
    For in his mind was a wealth of knowledge… skills, techniques, focuses.  In Roy’s mind lied a Void adept’s path to power. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The Sky Wolves 
 
      
 
    The outskirts of Atherune City, Eon 
 
      
 
    Roy’s body was decorated in fresh wounds from his fight with the minoragarwa, but at the moment he couldn’t feel a single one of them.  All he could focus on was the vast wealth of knowledge now settling into his mind, the information drawn from the void adept’s manual. 
 
    Base techniques that were a struggle to him just moments ago now seemed like second nature to his ever-evolving spirit.  It was as if the manual had given him better control of… himself? 
 
    Suddenly, the spirit scan produced a notification in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Base skill obtained: Aura Blast 
 
    The adept channels his aura into a focused blast of energy.  The more spirit energy used, the more powerful the blast. 
 
    Base skill obtained: Spirit Evocation 
 
    The adept uses a part of his spirit aura to create an object out of spirit energy.  At higher levels, the adept can create objects that can follow directions and act of their own accord.  (Spirit Evocation evolves into Spirit Summon at higher ranks) 
 
    Base skill obtained: Meditation 
 
    The adept falls into a meditative state, allowing them to cleanse their spirit, increase physical regeneration and refine any soul essence obtained. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy gawked at the new set of skills displayed within his vision.  Amazingly it had only taken a matter of seconds and there they were, downloaded into his spirit as if they were a part of his DNA.  It had happened so fast that he was certain the other two hadn’t even noticed! 
 
    Thoughts began to swirl in Roy’s mind.  He had to wonder… Could he do that with any manual?  Just pull the knowledge out of them with a scan?  If that was the case, then his ascent to power could be relatively quick. 
 
    A hand gripped Roy’s shoulder and gave him a swift yank.  “Quit daydreaming,” Quinn muttered, pulling Roy out of the way as a pair of disgruntled merchants passed by with a large, squeaky streetcar at their backs. 
 
    “Yes,” Remley added.  “I’m sure the locals are already eyeing you strangely.  I mean, every time you return you're covered in blood and filth.” 
 
    “That was your doing!” Roy shot back, dismissing his screens of information until later when he had some privacy.  “You’re the one who dragged me into a giant lizard’s den!” 
 
    “Baby lizard,” Remley corrected.  “And technically, we dragged it into our den.” 
 
    Quinn stifled a laugh as he gnawed on his reed, guiding the trio through dimming streets.  Nightfall was nearly upon Atherune, and the city’s activities were winding to a sudden halt.  Still, Roy noticed a larger presence of jade guards on the street than he had before, along with a pair of robed scholars from the Adept’s academy. 
 
    “Whoa, what’s going on?” Remley asked one of the guards as the man nearly ran him over in his haste. 
 
    The guard paused to give Rem an odd look, scoffing at the cheery man with the giant lizard on one shoulder and an over-sized sack on the other.  “Y-you need to be getting off the streets.” The guard muttered.  “Guild captain’s enforcing a curfew.  There’s been a murder.  Some important diplomat found dead in one of the old monasteries.” 
 
    “Yeah,” a second guard added.  “And a handful of stuff went missing outta the academy too.  Crazy times.” 
 
    Remley prodded the men for as many details as he could.  It was remarkable really, how the man’s odd yet likable demeanor was enough to disarm anyone, even a pair of on-duty jade guards.  Roy half wondered if it was just a ploy for Rem to get what he wanted.  If that was the case, then Remley was nothing short of a charismatic genius. 
 
     Still, as the guards spouted off what they knew to Remley, Roy noticed a slight change in the man’s posture.  It was so subtle that the others likely didn’t even notice, but he was sure that Rem stiffened at the mention of stolen academy goods.  The officer’s eyes shifted to the over-sized satchel slung across his shoulder… could it have been him? 
 
    It suddenly dawned on Roy how little he knew of this new crew of his or this realm for that matter.  The Sky Wolves had done nothing but help him, so he wasn’t about to distrust them.  But still, perhaps after things had settled down, he would need to do a little old-fashioned investigating. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a short trek through the city, the trio ended up back at the Sky Wolves’ humble abode.  Upon entering, Remley heaved the massive minoragarwa corpse off his shoulder and slapped it on the main room’s round table. 
 
    “You're disgusting,” Leila said as she entered from one of the side-room doors, a look of contempt on her otherwise flawless face.  “That thing will have this place smelling like shit in no time.” 
 
    “Not if we cook it!” Remley responded, a wide grin on his face.   
 
    Leila gave him a quick scowl.  “Not if you cook it, Rem... I’ve got things to do,” 
 
    As Leila made her way towards the back of the room another woman emerged from the far door.  She carried an elegance with her as she entered, each step taken so softly as to barely make a sound.  Her hair was a greenish blue, its length ending just above her shoulder.  She wore a simple tunic and plain shorts that ended at mid-thigh, along with a thick sash that looked uncomfortably tight, its ends dangling from the center of her back.  Oddly, the woman didn’t wear shoes but instead had her feet and hands wrapped into cloth etched with various runes. 
 
    Roy glanced at her face.  She wore a smile similar to Remley’s, though the bit of snark he typically carried was absent.  For the briefest of seconds the woman glanced back at him and their eyes locked onto one another.  Roy suddenly felt a strange sensation in his spirit, as if the two had shared some sort of unseen connection, as if their souls had touched.  It felt familiar and warm, and brought comfort to the man’s aura.  Hell, it even took a second for Roy to realize his lips had begun to part as he stared.  Had... had he been gawking? 
 
    “Oh, a newbie!” the woman said, leaping over to Roy.  Welcome aboard!”  
 
    “Thanks, but I can take care of my-,” Roy began to say before she extended her arms and wrapped them around his waist in an embrace.  He could feel his eyes bulging as the woman hugged him tightly, and he was certain that if he didn’t reinforce his body his ribs would break.  He could also feel her aura entwining with his.  In it he could feel her kindness, her strength of will, her pureness of heart.  Though no words were shared, it was the most powerful form of communication that Roy had ever felt.  He almost wondered what she felt from him, but felt it was an odd thing ask… 
 
    And there was the fact that she was still squeezing him really, really tightly. 
 
    Roy let out an embarrassed cough as she released him. “Nice to meet you,” he managed to choke out, though it was more of a wheeze than actual spoken words.  
 
    “Ah, the gang’s all here,” Remley said.  “Roy, this is Kimoura, the muscle of the group.” 
 
    She smiled a bit wider before waltzing over to examine Rem’s latest kill.  Roy used the opportunity to give her a scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Kimoura 
 
    Light Adept 
 
    Rank: 2nd 
 
    Specialization: Battle Monk 
 
    Divine Power: None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Monk... Roy assumed that meant she fought with her hands.  That would make sense, given the woman’s immense strength.  Satisfied, he dismissed the window and took a seat in one of the nearby chairs as Remley brought him another pill for his wounds.  Afterward, the flame adept went to work skinning the minoragarwa carcass for the group’s evening feast. 
 
    Roy sat and observed as members of the Sky Wolves moved about the simple house, studying their mannerisms, their attitudes towards one another, and toward him.  Remley seemed as talkative as ever, eager to verbally spar with anyone that entered his cooking area.  Quinn mostly ignored the man, reed hanging from his mouth as he read from a leather manual, while Leila peppered Rem with sarcastic remarks.   
 
    Then there was Kimoura, who floated about the room, all the more eager to chat with anyone that would give her a chance.  In fact, she kept Roy quite busy, questioning him on where he was from, what he knew, and how many darkbeasts he thought he could kill in ten minutes time.  It was surprising really, how unguarded the woman was… but then again, she could probably break him in half in a moment’s notice.  
 
    The second she stepped away, Roy let out a deep sigh, as if he finally had a second to breathe.  His gaze lingered on the others as he thought back on the events of the past day and his current situation.  He’d nearly died more than once since he’d arrived in Eon, but here with these people, he felt something…. Safety, perhaps?  They had all treated him well for the most part (not counting being fed to a giant lizard) and had even taken him in as a preliminary member of their crew.  And then there was Remley…. Just something about that man and his cheery disposition was soothing to Roy, like a foil to his anger.  He had to admit that he generally liked having the man around.  Perhaps, right now this was where Roy was meant to be. 
 
    Content for the first time in what seemed like days, the officer leaned back in his chair and enjoyed the room’s commotion. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After devouring the massive lizard in what had to have been record time, the group settled in around their large wooden table, Leila standing at its head.  “Alright men, listen up,” she said, seemingly ignoring Kimoura’s presence.   Plans have changed.  From what Remley and Quinn have gathered, it looks like someone else might have acquired a location on our dungeon… which means we need to speed things up.  We’ll have enough to handle with the darkbeasts and whatever the hell else is hiding in there.  We don’t need to be dealing with another guild as well,” she paused to take a glance at each member of the team, lingering for an extra second on Roy.  “That’s why we’re diving in a day’s time.” 
 
    Remley and Kimoura both nodded in agreement, smiles stretched across each of their respective faces.  Roy remained silent. Quinn, however, nearly spit his reed out of his mouth.  “That’s a hell of a risk, Lei,” Quinn said, eyeing her scrupulously.  “We’re practically going in a man short, what with how green this one is,” he rose an arm and gestured to Roy who immediately rose from his seat. 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” the former officer growled, his void aura flaring with his annoyance. 
 
    “Give me a break, kid,” Quinn replied, talking down to Roy as if the man were a child.  “You’ve barely scratched the surface on what kind of horrors lurk in this realm.  You're liable to get us all killed.” 
 
    “You don’t know what the hell I’ve seen!”  Roy shot back.  Sure, he wasn’t very experience in hunting down monsters, but humanity had unveiled some real horrors all their own.  
 
    Suddenly, Leila rose to her feet and gave each of them a stare that sent them into a state of immediate silence.  “Quiet, both of you,” she ordered, her voice firm and resolute.  “I am not going to miss out on another potential relic.  Whoever is after this thing is serious… they even went as far as to kill our informant and her troop of guards.  We are dungeon diving in one day.  That gives you all one cycle of the worldstar to prepare.  As for Roy, he is Remley’s disciple and therefore his responsibility.  If he doesn’t make it, then so be it,” 
 
    Roy gave the woman a stubborn glare.  What the hell was that supposed to mean? 
 
    Quinn gnawed on his reed a few more times and sighed.  “And if he compromises the safety of the rest of the group?” 
 
    Leila rolled her eyes.  “If you don’t think you can take care of yourself, then you need to cross your name off our guild charter and go juggle apples on the street.” 
 
    Quinn let out a huff then slowly leaned back in his chair, resigning from the discussion for now. 
 
    “Alright, it's settled then,” Leila reiterated.  “Get your gear in order, then I want you all resting your body and your spirit.  In one day, we dungeon dive.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Paths of the Void Adept 
 
      
 
    Home of the Sky Wolves, Atherune City 
 
      
 
    As twilight took its grasp on Eon, Roy sat on the blanket of his makeshift cot, eyes tracing the cracks in the cream-colored ceiling of his sleeping quarters.  The day had been long and full of trials… and from what it sounded like, the coming days were destined to be even longer.  Still, he somehow couldn’t find a way to sleep.  Something was churning inside of him, preventing his body from achieving a complete state of rest. 
 
    Suddenly, Remley entered the room, a soft, welcoming smile on his face.  “Can’t sleep, Roy boy?” 
 
    Roy shook his head.  That damn nickname…. “No,” he ultimately responded.  “I’ve got this odd feeling… like my spirit is restless or something.” 
 
    “Remley nodded before taking a seat on the floor, cross-legged with palms on his knees.  “That’s because it is,” he replied.  “Earlier, you slayed a creature and absorbed its soul essence, yes?  Now, that essence is floating around inside of you, waiting to be refined.” 
 
    Roy gave the adept a blank stare.  “And how exactly do I do that?” 
 
    “Why through meditation of course!” Remley replied.  “Now, join me.” 
 
    Roy shrugged then made his way to the floor, mimicking Remley’s posture as he crossed his legs.               
 
    “Good,” Remley said.  “Now, go back to your place of calm.  Picture your spirit aura, envision it flowing through you like an endless river.” 
 
    Roy closed his eyes and visualized the black-violet aura coursing through his channels, its power wrapping him like a cloak of pure energy.  “Ok, I’ve got it.  Now what?” 
 
    “Now, press your spiritual senses even further.  Search within yourself for any foreign entities, for spirit energy lurking outside the confines of your aura.” 
 
    Again, Roy looked within as he strained to follow Rem’s instructions.  He searched his spirit for several seconds and found nothing but the continuous flow of his own aura.  Soon, sweat began to build on his brow and his knuckles went white as his fists clenched at his sides. “Damnit!” he growled. 
 
    “Release a bit of that anger, Roy.” Remley urged.  “Believe me, once you refine those essences, you’ll feel much better.” 
 
    Roy nodded, pushing back on his emotions as he took a series of deep, calming breaths.  He doubled down on his focus, using his will to finally center on the foreign bits of energy floating around inside him.   
 
    There were five of these soul essences, each taken from an enemy he had defeated since his arrival on Eon.  Unlike his black-violet spirit aura, these swirling masses of energy had lost their unique properties.  They were raw and unrefined, moving about his body like a ship lost at sea.  With a deep breath, he pulled the energy into his own aura, absorbing the soul essence and compounding his own power in the process… 
 
    And it felt amazing.   
 
    Just by absorbing the five soul essence, Roy already felt stronger, sturdier.  He felt as if his pool of spirit energy had been expanded, as if he could launch a void blast twice the size of the one he’d fired before. 
 
    “And that Roy, is soul essence refinement,” Remley said, clearly noticing the smile now forming on the man’s face.  “Refine enough of those and you can achieve a higher rank.  Rank up high enough and well... even the gods won’t be able to stop you.” 
 
    “Then I need more,” Roy replied, clenching a raised fist.  This is how he did it, this is how he grew in strength! 
 
    Slowly Roy’s gaze shifted back over to Remley, who still sat cross-legged on the floor.  “Ya know, you don’t have to worry about me, Rem.  I’m gonna pull my weight.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied with a grin. “That’s why I picked you after all.  Well, one of the reasons at least.” 
 
    “And the others?” Roy prodded, brow raised. 
 
    Remley placed a hand on the former officer’s shoulder.  “To be honest, what you did in the market was rather... remarkable.  You see, in Eon, there isn’t just a veil outside the city walls... there’s one inside as well.  It often goes unspoken, but if you look hard enough you can see it plain as day.  Everyone shuffles around in their daily lives, too afraid to speak out against blatant injustice, too worried about upsetting this guild or that, too wrapped up in what that perceive as honor to understand what honor really is.  Terrible things happen to people who are far too weak to protect themselves, and nobody has the gall to do anything about it.  At least, that’s what I thought until I saw you march up and punch that butcher right in the face!” 
 
    Roy couldn’t help but grin,” I couldn’t just let him kill that kid.  No way.  I used to shut that shit down for a living.” 
 
    “Well, it suits you,” Remley replied as rose to leave.  “You have an angry soul, my friend, but an honorable one.” 
 
    Roy grimaced.  “I’ve done some things that were less than honorable in my past.” 
 
    “We all have,” Remley replied.  “But it’s what we do now that’ll define us.  Now get some rest, Sky Wolf.  You’re going to need it.” 
 
    Roy leaned back into his cot, as Remley exited his sleeping quarters, the strange feeling of unrefined soul essence finally gone.  Hell, he actually thought he might be able to grab a few hours’ sleep.  There was just one more thing he wanted to do.  He was certain that there was more information to be discovered in that manual of his, and he wanted it. 
 
    Focusing inward, Roy concentrated on his dormant aura and activated his spirit scan.  Suddenly, a status screen appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Roy Skyworth 
 
    Void Adept 
 
    Rank: 1st 
 
    Specialization: None 
 
    Divine Power: None acquired 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy used his finger to flick away the translucent screen, revealing another page of information.  
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Base Skills (the pillars of the adept): 
 
    Body Reinforcement  
 
    Aura Blast  
 
    Spirit Evocation 
 
    Meditation  
 
      
 
    Void skills: 
 
    Aura Bullet (tier 1) 
 
      
 
    Specialized skills: 
 
    None obtained 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Spirit Growth: 
 
    5 Lesser Soul Essence refined  
 
    Aura Growth at 5%  
 
    (Refine more essence types to strengthen your aura and advance your rank) 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The spirit scan even kept track of his inventory. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Inventory: 
 
    1 Phoenix City Police Badge 
 
    1 Baton 
 
    1 Police Taser 
 
    1 Common Adept’s Attire 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy scrolled back to the first screen and pressed his fingers to the translucent window, hovering over the word specialization...  he still hasn’t chosen a spec, hadn’t even learned how to and yet here he was just a day away from entering his first dungeon with a damn disadvantage. 
 
    “Damnit,” he growled in frustration.  “How the hell do I find a spec?!” suddenly the screens in his vision faded as another materialized in front of him with a single question. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Would you like to preview the specializations available in the void manual? 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Hell yes!” Roy said, causing the translucent screen to diminish once more.  Suddenly, another window of translucent data appeared in his vision, but this one was far different than anything he’d ever seen.  It appeared as if he was looking at some sort of skill tree, like one used in video games to track character progression.   
 
    At the center of the screen was a small orb etched with the words ‘Void Adept’.  From there, the tree branched out in several directions, indicating the multitude of paths available to him.  Some of them had no data, which likely meant his manual didn’t provide the necessary knowledge for that particular specialization.  Still, a number of them were readily available for his choosing. 
 
    Roy’s eyes scanned over the different paths, gathering data from each of them as he pondered their choices.  There was the Warden, a defensive adept reliant on body reinforcement skills, and the mystic, a path focused nearly entirely on overwhelming its foe with powerful aura blasts.  There were also a number of paths focused on specific weapon enhancements like the soulblade, but none of those really appealed to him.  He didn’t just want to enhance his skills, he wanted to crush his foes. 
 
    Roy manipulated the skill tree with his hand until he was staring at something else... paths of power exclusive to the void adept.  His eyes scanned over each of the spheres, drawing out their information. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    The Void Knight 
 
    The void knight is a stalwart in battle, standing face to face with its foes as it uses its spirit aura to enhance both its sword and shield.  This specialization employs both offensive and defensive skills and relies heavily on body reinforcement techniques. 
 
      
 
    The Spirit Stalker 
 
    The spirit stalker is a hunter that uses its spirit aura to track and bring down its foes.  The path uses aura evocation techniques to create traps and snares before overwhelming opponents with a variety of exotic weapons. 
 
      
 
    The Void Vanguard 
 
    The Void vanguard is the first to enter battle, tearing down enemies and clearing a path for his allies to charge in.  The path focuses on a combination of powerful body reinforcement techniques to take down foes in single combat coupled with supporting aura blasts to stave off other attackers.  Vanguard skills work well with a number of martial weapons. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy paused as he looked over the choices left before him.  Each of these specs were like gateways to power, and with his spirit scan, their knowledge was at the tip of his fingers.  It was almost like cheating the system, being able to forego extensive training by sapping the knowledge directly into his mind.  Now, he just had to make the right decision. 
 
    The former officer considered each of the paths laid before him, carefully weighing his options as the translucent screen flickered in his vision.  He was certain that each of them had their own benefits, but one in particular was calling to him far stronger than the others. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    You have selected the path of Vanguard. 
 
    Uploading data… 
 
    Opening gateways… 
 
    Beginning your specialization… 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The translucent screen in Roy’s vision faded as the black-violet diamond of the void manual reappeared.  Pages began to flip at a rapid pace as the knowledge within began to slide off the page and swirl around his head. 
 
    Suddenly Roy seized as a mass of data began to pour into his mind, etching knowledge into his very aura itself.  Visions flickered in his mind's eye, images of mighty vanguards felling rows of enemies with near earth-shattering attacks.  His muscles tightened as the visions faded and more waves of data stretched his mind to the brink.  He wanted to scream out in pain so badly but knew he couldn’t less he look like a crazed fool to his new companions. 
 
    After several seconds of torture, Roy’s spirit aura erupted with a violent blast of black-violet energy, briefly illuminating his room clear as day… and then it was over.  Breathing heavily, the man sat back in his cot and lifted his hands into the air, inspecting them for any clear differences.  His body didn’t appear any different, but his spirit appeared… sharper, like a longsword fresh from the whetstone. 
 
    Swirling in Roy’s thoughts were bits of history from the vanguard spec… teachings that one would learn when beginning such a journey.  One such new memory fascinated him, a memory of a great vanguard… Toko’ren, The One-Man Army. He had dismantled an entire guild with a series of body reinforcement techniques before his allies had even arrived at the battle.   
 
    Roy grinned.  He could achieve strength like that, he had to if he was going to survive in this hellish realm.  Exhausted, the former officer laid back in his cot, falling into a meditative resting state as he let his newly gained knowledge permeate into the deepest recesses of his spirit.  Another window appeared, displaying a new specialization skill that was now open to him, but he dismissed it.  He would review his newly acquired skill in the morning, he would master it, master everything he could.  And then, when they arrived in this dungeon Leila had spoken of, he would put them to deadly use. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Twilight, outside the walls of Athreune City 
 
      
 
    Varyon Risen sat quietly atop one of the large, charcoal colored trees as the all-encompassing veil passed through the forest.  Normally, an adept of his level would have drawn the attention of dozens of darkbeasts by now, but masking your aura was one of the first things you learned in the thousand-legged spiders guild. 
 
    Hours ago, Varyon had spoken with his master, a powerful shadow adept and guild leader of the spider’s themselves.  Using living shadow as a form of communication, he had given Varyon the go ahead to enter the dungeon and retrieve the relic, an item that would prove quite useful in the spider’s future endeavors. 
 
    And like a devoted follower, Varyon was eager to comply. 
 
    Varyon’s eyes darted back and forth as he watched for movement on the ground below, waiting patiently for his prey to make its presence known.  Vile screeches and strange, eerie noises came from the veil as the cloud of darkness passed over the area but none of them stifled the man’s concentration.  Even in the deepest bowels of danger, Varyon always proved to be the superior hunter. 
 
    The adept’s eyes widened as the crunching of leaves caught his ear.  The creature was nearby, he knew it.  Now he just had to take what he needed.  It’s how he had always operated, moving fast and light, disarming his opponents before turning their own tools against them. 
 
    The crunching grew louder as a strange beast passed just below Varyon’s location.  Walking on two legs, the creature lumbered about with massive paws that could smash a man’s skull and a jaw strong enough to bite through metal.  Its body was covered in grayish colored fur, though what was remarkable about the creature was the soft glow emanating from its flesh… the trademark sign of a spirit beast. 
 
    Wasting no time, Varyon leaped from his perch and dove into the creature’s presence, landing in a crouch directly in front of its hulking form.  The spirit beast roared in confusion, claws suddenly poised and ready to strike. 
 
    Though Varyon would never allow that to happen. 
 
    The fierce adept launched a blast of his temporal spirit aura, slowing the creature’s movements to a crawl.  He then withdrew a curved blade from his waist and struck out once, twice, three times in quick succession. 
 
    The spirit beast’s eyes went wide as its lifeblood spilled from the massive gash in its neck before falling to the ground, quite dead.  Varyon moved quickly, cutting away one of the beast’s burly arms before hoisting the limb over his shoulder.   
 
    A special property of the spirit beasts was the overly-bright glow of their aura.  Even after death, the creature’s body would glow for many days until finally dissolving into essence.  Varyon had hunted this particular creature down for that particular reason.  After all, he had a dungeon to delve, and one didn’t go delving into dark places without a torch. 
 
    Throwing his stolen blade to the ground, Varyon lifted the glowing arm of the spirit beast into the air to light his path and made his way deeper into the forest. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Jericho and Merrick sat in silence atop Atherune’s city walls, watching as the veil swirled around the city like a dark cloud.  It was a rather boring job guarding the walls at night, especially with all of the magical safeguards the city elders had installed to keep the darkbeasts at bay.  In fact, Jericho was mere seconds from dosing off at his post when a sudden gust of wind at his back brought him sudden alarm. 
 
    Together, the guards turned to see an imposing figure looming over them, his face concealed in shadow.  “H-Headmaster Zion,” Jericho mumbled, recognizing the man’s majestic blue and white tunic.  “D-do what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    Zion remained silent for several seconds, as if he enjoyed watching the guards squirm at his feet.  “I have an opportunity for both of you… one that can make you a fair amount of coin.” 
 
    “M-most certainly!” Merrick chimed in, a toothy grin forming on his otherwise nervous face. 
 
    “I need you to be my eyes and ears,” the headmaster continued.  “Id like you to keep a lookout for a specific group of adepts… the Sky Wolves.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Jericho added.  “Anything you’d like, Headmaster.” 
 
    “Good,” Zion said.  “Report back to me and only me whenever the group leaves or enters the city and you may find yourselves a handsome reward.” 
 
    Both of the guards gave Zion an overzealous nod.  “Is there anything else, Headmaster?” Merrick asked, perhaps hoping to earn himself even more coin. 
 
    Zion nodded.  “Yes.  One more thing… do not let me catch you nodding off again,” a thin bolt of lightning flew out of the headmaster’s palm before bouncing between the guards, electrifying their armor and causing a sudden, painful shock.  And then, just like that, he disappeared back into the night. 
 
    Merrick and Jericho immediately postured themselves against the edge of the wall and began surveying the area, afraid to even blink. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Kimoura’s Wisdom 
 
      
 
    Home of the Sky Wolves, Atherune City 
 
      
 
    Roy sat in a meditative form, channeling spirit aura throughout his body as the first rays of the worldstar began to shine over the city.  The early morning was always his time of peace, a time to clear his thoughts and gather his strength for the coming day.  On earth, Roy would’ve spent the time hitting the heavy bag, but becoming an adept had opened him up to far better uses of his time. 
 
    And so, as the breeze blew through his short black hair and the spiky grass scratched at the soles of his bare feet, he continued to channel his aura.  Spirit energy courses through his meridians, flowing through his limbs and gathering at his center before expanding outwards and encompassing his body like a cloak. 
 
    This method of meditation was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before.  In his mind, he felt a sense of serenity and a heightened sense of awareness to the world around him.  In his body, Roy felt the familiar, welcomed pain of a vigorous workout.  His muscles tightened as he channeled his aura through them, as if his spirit energy was tempering his muscles like cold steel.   
 
    Roy closed his eyes and let himself fall deeper into his meditation.  He pushed his spirit aura even further, drawing in essence from the world around him and cycling it into his channels.  Several moments passed as he continued the technique until his muscles felt firm like steel and his aura felt like a raging fire.  Then we felt like he could no longer hold the meditative state, he opened his eyes. 
 
    Roy’s spirit immediately settled and the tension his muscles faded, bringing a sudden sense of relief.  Satisfied, he lifted a fist into the air and channeled aura into it.  He couldn’t be certain, but he was sure that he felt the slightest increase in control of his aura.  Perhaps if he continued to work it like a muscle then- 
 
    “Hey,” a jubilant voice pulled Roy from his thoughts.  He turned his head in surprise to see Kimoura seated next to him, her brow covered in sweat and her body in meditative position. 
 
    “H-how long have you been there?” Roy asked, unsure of how the woman had gotten there without detection. 
 
    “Just about the whole time,” she replied, cocking her head and sporting a wide grin.  “You’ve got some great form.” 
 
    “Th-thanks,” Roy said, still a bit perplexed.  
 
    Kimoura scooter just a bit closer so that edge of her spirit aura rippled against his.  In that slight contact, he once again felt a connection to the woman, a small taste of her strength, her vigor, her conviction.  “So outrealmer, huh?” she said.  “What do you think of Eon?  Any better than where you're from?” 
 
    Roy shrugged.  “The violence, the struggle for dominance...  It’s actually more like earth than I realized.” 
 
    Kimoura’s expression softened and she placed a hand on Roy’s leg.  “Well, when you say it like that...” her face contorted as if she were at a loss for words, then her smile returned.  “Look, we're not all bad.” 
 
    Roy nodded in concession.  “I suppose not.  Remley has been more than kind to me.  Well, at least when he’s not feeding me to giant lizards.  How did you guys find each other anyways, the sky wolves?” 
 
    Kimoura slid around to position herself in front of Roy.  “We’re more a band of misfits than anything else, all from very different corners of the realm with long, colorful pasts.” 
 
    Roy shrugged.  “I got time.”  And he did.  They stil had a day before they set out for the dungeon, and he really didn’t know anyone else on the realm.  Plus, he had some concerns about testing out his new vanguard technique.  He had no way of measuring its destructive power, so he thought it best to wait until he was facing down a deserving darkbeast. 
 
    Kimoura let out a soft chuckle, though Roy could sense apprehension in her tone.  For a second, he wondered if he was delving into a sensitive subject, but she went on regardless. “It all started with Leila.  Before the wolves, she was a sky captain for a powerful war guild called The Blazing Falcons.  Apparently, she was up for promotion when her crew came under attack during a routine escort mission.  One of the nobles she was escorting had a rather infamous relic in his possession, and when things went south she used its divine power to save her crew.  Shortly afterward, she was exiled...” 
 
    “Damn...” Roy replied.  He almost understood why the woman seemed so angry.  He knew all too well how deep feelings of betrayal could cut. 
 
    She shrugged then continued her story.  “Leila ended up setting up shop here on the outskirts of Atherune.  Luckily, she knew a retired officer from the Blazing falcon’s guild that took mercy on her.  She offered her a place in one of their homes and even helped hide her ship for her, sealed the cave with detection runes and everything.  Her plan was to get it fixed up and return to the skies, but the officer died unexpectedly, and Leila was left on her own again.  So, with little money saved and few other options, Leila started what would become her own adventuring guild.” 
 
    “The sky wolves,” Roy uttered. 
 
    Kimoura nodded.  “Yes. Quinn was the first to join Leila’s side.  As a dread stalker, he was hired by the blazing falcons to track her down and bring her in to face punishment.  Except... instead of hunting her down he managed to grow a liking to her, so he kept his payment, marked her as dead and joined her side.  Remley and his brother Rygan were next to join up.  They were the heirs to some big important guild before it got wiped out.  After that happened, they basically had to give up their old lives or risk being hunted down.  Rem was even a student at the academy once.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide.  “Wait, Remley had a brother in the Sky Wolves?  He never mentioned that earlier...” 
 
    Kimoura grimaced.  “He, uh doesn’t like to talk about it.  You see, his brother died on one of our first dives and Remley really blames himself for it.  It was his younger brother and he felt responsible for watching over him.” 
 
    “And now I’ve taken his place...” Roy muttered. 
 
    Kimoura began to nervously chew on her lip.  “Well, that’s the thing, Roy.  His brother Rygan... he, uh... he looked a lot like you.  A real lot.” 
 
    Suddenly it began to make a bit more sense to him, the reason Remley found it so easy to bring him in.  Was he training him to help overcome the guilt from his brother? 
 
    “Please don’t mention it to him,” Kimoura pleaded. 
 
    Roy nodded back.  “I won’t...  You still haven’t finished though.  How did you find yourself here?  And what about this Rothus I’ve heard about?” 
 
    Kimoura sighed.  “I was the disciple of a very powerful, very well-known monk.  Unfortunately, he was compromised but forces stronger than myself and we were forced to part ways.  Shortly after I stumbled upon Leila and the others and was immediately drawn in.  Rothus, on the other hand, was a mistake that should’ve never been allowed to run with the Sky Wolves.  All he cared about was himself... something you just can’t do when you dungeon dive.  It was a lesson he learned the hard way.” 
 
    Roy gave the woman an appreciative smile.  He was surprisingly happy to be in her company, a nice change of pace from all the violence in the realm.  The two prattled on for a few more minutes, discussing their group, the realm and their awkward places in it. 
 
    “Ya know, you should really go check out the rest of the city today while you have time.  We won’t be here much longer once we get that relic.” 
 
    Roy shot her a curious glance.  “Oh?  Where are we going?” 
 
    Kimoura smiled.  “Leila’s been working on restoring her old skyship.  Once we sell the relic, we should have enough to repair its core and we’ll be back into the skies!” 
 
    “Ah.  Sky wolves,” Roy uttered, as if the name of their group had been lost to him.  As she rose, he placed a hand on her shoulder.  “Thanks for this.  I’ve been feeling a bit lost. I still do... but it’s better.” 
 
    She placed a hand on his cheek and her smile grew wider.  “Don’t kid yourself, Roy.  We’re all lost souls just searching for the stars.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Leila stood in a small, natural alcove just north of her simple home and admired the broken vessel in front of her.  The ship was painted a sleek red with gold trim on its edges and a mast that nearly crested the top of the cave.  The symbol of her old guild, the blazing falcons had long since been removed, replaced with the image of a wolf head and angel wings in full spread.  At its rear protruded two large, metal cylinders used to keep the shift aloft, powered by a core that lay damaged in the ship’s haul. 
 
    “Soon, girl,” Leila said, speaking to the ship as if it would respond.  Her tone was soft, far softer than when she spoke to her companions.  But then, they couldn’t understand the bond that she had with the vessel, the number of times that ship had held on just long enough to fly her out of certain death. 
 
    “We’re going in tomorrow,” she continued, resting her forehead on the ship’s exterior.  “And we’re gonna fight like hell to get that relic,” she pressed her hand against the haul. “And once we sell it, I’ll have enough money to get you back in the air.  I promise.” 
 
    The wind adept paused as if she were waiting for the ship to signal a response.  Then, with quiet confidence, she turned and headed towards the cave’s exit.  She had preparations to make and by the gods, she would not fail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Old Man in the Weapon Shop 
 
      
 
    Atherune City, City Square 
 
      
 
    After a few more hours of channeling his aura, Roy needed to move.  It was still a bit of an odd feeling for him, but his spirit was beginning to feel strained, as if he was on the brink of overworking it.  In fact, he’d begun to view his spirit aura as a muscle, another piece of him that needed to be trained, to be strengthened.  And like a muscle, it needed to be rested. 
 
    Satisfied with the progression he’d made and the swell of strength he was beginning to feel, he decided it was time to do something else, perhaps something to spark his mind.  So, with the others busy with their preparations, he took Kimoura’s advice and headed towards town. 
 
    A familiar sense of wonderment washed over the void adept as he began to explore the town square.  Notifications appeared in his vision as adepts passed by him on the street, but he waved them away. Instead, his gaze lingered on the many finely decorated buildings that lined the street’s edge.   
 
    Shops and inns, taverns and alchemy labs littered the square, some far busier than others.  In the distance a pair of guild halls bustled with activity as recruiters worked the streets, searching for potential applicants that met their very specific desires.  And beyond that loomed the massive Atherune Academy, towering over the city like an overseer of stone. 
 
    Roy wasn’t interested in visiting any of those places though (especially not the academy).  No, he had his sights set on someplace else, a humble little structure made of black wood with a painting of an ax-wielding warrior decorating its side. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Location discovered:  The Dragon’s Whetstone 
 
    Spiritcrafting, weaponsmithing, and weapon repair 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy grinned.  There was just something about holding a new weapon in his hand that got his blood flowing.  Sure, he may not have had any money to purchase, but the thought of perusing some new tools of war had him curious enough to go in. 
 
    He was not disappointed. 
 
    Lining either wall of the shop were copiuous amounts of expertly crafted weapons, each hung on a pair of brass hooks that put the items on full display.  Similarly, a trio of racks stood to his right adorned with polearms of various length.  Roy gawked at all of them, his palms growing sweaty as he imagined putting each of the weapons to deadly use.  
 
    After several seconds of quiet admiration, the adept’s gaze shifted to the center of the room where a man stood at the center of a large, white runic circle.  Stricken by age, the grey-haired man stood hunched over a shaft of silver coupled with a pair of sparkling sapphire gems, his hands Illuminated with a soft blue glow.  Roy watched as the man methodically moved his hands of the pair of gems, his spirit energy pouring into them from the tips of his fingers.  To Roy’s surprise, the gems began to melt down into an almost liquid form.   
 
    With a careful steadiness, the old man guided the blue liquid over to the silver shaft, then quickly began molding it into the shape of a wide, curved blade. 
 
    “A poleaxe,” Roy muttered, startling the man out of his concentration. 
 
    “Y-yes,” he replied, adjusting his spectacles to get a better look at Roy.  “A medium grade weapon made primarily of silver and forged with water aura,” his tone carried a sense of pride as he described the weapon to Roy, as if he’d almost forgotten about being interrupted a second earlier. 
 
    “How... how did you do that?” Roy asked as he took a step forward to get a closer look. 
 
    “Outrealmer?” the man asked. 
 
    Roy nodded, not taking his eyes off of the ax. 
 
    “I see.  Well, what I’m doing here is called spiritcrafting.  I used my spirit energy to forge a weapon from that silver there along with a pair of spirit stones.”  
 
    Roy cocked a brow.  “Spirit stones?” 
 
    The old man chuckled.  “Boy, you are an outrealmer aren’t you?  Well, spirit stones are like solid chunks of one’s own aura that can be tempered by pouring more energy into them.  By bonding different components with the stones, you can create items that possess the same properties as your spirit aura.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Roy uttered, taking a second, more appreciative look at the items hanging on the wall. 
 
    “It is,” the old man continued.  “By using different metals or even beast parts, an adept can create some really extraordinary things.  I’ve seen some spirikai’s create items powerful enough to wipe out entire cities.” 
 
    “And... anyone can create a spirit stone?” 
 
    “Any adept,” the old man corrected.  “The more powerful the spirit, the more powerful the stone.  More powerful adepts even use them as bartering chips, since their value far surpasses their weight in gold.  Why a saint’s spirit stone could probably buy you a city.” 
 
    Roy really couldn’t hide his grin now.  Without hesitation, he leaned in towards the old man and asked, “Can you teach me?” 
 
    The old man sighed as if he knew that question was coming, though Roy was certain he could see the hint of a smile forming at the edges of lips. “You know, I have a very long list of orders that need to be completed...  but what’s longer is the times it’s been since I had good company.” 
 
    Roy bowed gratefully, putting a smile on the old man’s face.  Then he extended his palm for a handshake.  “Roy Skyworth.” 
 
    The old man took it awkwardly.  Apparently, handshakes weren’t too commonplace on Eon.  “They call me old Renji.” 
 
    “Thank you, Renji,” Roy said with another bow.  Something about the old man’s presence was comforting.  It reminded him of days past spent on the lake with his grandfather, fishing and trading stories with the old man.  It was a good feeling. 
 
    Not one to dwell, Roy carefully stepped inside the crafter’s circle and clasped his hands in front of him, ready to learn. 
 
    Old Renji slumped as he began digging in his pockets for some sort of tool.  “First things first, do you have a weapon?” 
 
    Quickly, Roy produced both of his weapons, a thin black baton that he held in his left hand and the standard-issue taser that he held in his right. 
 
    Renji gave the taser an awkward look.  “What in Eons is that?” 
 
    Roy chuckled.  “It’s a weapon from my realm... we call it a taser.  It stuns my enemies by shocking them with an electric current.” 
 
    “Does it use spirit energy?” 
 
    Roy shook his head.  “No, it’s mechanical.” 
 
    Renji gave the man a shrug.  “I like it.  But let’s see if we can make it better,” suddenly the man produced an item from his pocket that resembled an old-school ink pen, though it’s fine tip did possess a fine glow. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Item: Soulscriber 
 
    A tool infused with spirit energy used to inscribe runes 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “First, we have to put a sealing rune on the... taser,” Renji began.  “That’ll allow us the infuse the weapon with spirit energy without it dissipating into essence.” 
 
    Renji handed Roy the tool then methodically guided his hand over the taser.  Seconds later, a small yet detailed rune glowed atop the device. 
 
    “Now comes one of the difficult parts,” the old man said, sliding his tool back into his pocket.  “It’s time for you to create a spirit stone.” 
 
    The two of them worked on creating Roy’s spirit stone for what seemed like hours, though it was actually closer to just one.  The technique was actually rather uncomplicated; draw spirit energy into your palm.  Focus that energy into the shape of a sphere while adding more energy to make it as dense as possible.  Then merely use the other hand to temper the sphere of energy with a second, more concentrated blast. 
 
    Roy was certain that he could get the technique down, but his already taxed spirit aura was making it difficult to draw the copious amounts of energy needed to finish.  Finally, after several attempts, he dropped to his knees, his brow dripping with sweat. 
 
    “Is it... always... this difficult,” the void adept asked between labored breaths. 
 
    Renji let out another chuckle.  “Indeed, most adepts can’t produce more than one spirit stone a day.  It will likely take many failed attempts before you can create an orb of your own.” 
 
    “Damn,” Roy muttered.  “Well, do you mind if I sit here and practice a bit?” 
 
    Renji grinned.  “I actually think I’m beginning to enjoy the company, so long as you don’t hold me up from getting my work done.  I’m very busy you know.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Roy replied, offering Renji another slight bow.  He rather enjoyed the company of the old spiritcrafter, not just because he reminded him of his grandfather, but because he didn’t outright judge him for being a damned outrealmer. 
 
    Just as Roy began to focus on his next attempt at the stone, the front door to the shop swung open, and then she entered. 
 
    Standing at just over five feet tall, the woman carried an air of confidence about her that more than made up for her lack in height.  She wore a light green uniform that hugged her body just a bit too tight, though wrapped around her forearms were what appeared to be jade-colored vines.   
 
    As she walked through the shop, her intense, green eyes darted back and forth from weapon to weapon, though her short, black hair remained perfectly still. 
 
    Roy gave her a scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Myra 
 
    Earth adept  
 
    Rank: 2nd (peak) 
 
    Specialization: Spiritlasher  
 
    Divine Power- None 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “I suggest you remain quiet while I handle this,” Renji urged as he hustled to clean up his current project. 
 
    “Who is she?” Roy asked, noting the old man’s sudden change in attitude. 
 
    “She’s dangerous is who she is...  One of the headmaster’s handpicked apprentices.  She was a merely a scholar up until some recent political maneuvering put her right into the headmaster’s lap.  Now he’s brought her to the peak of 2nd rank in record time.” 
 
    As the woman approached, Renji straightened his back to meet her.  “Please for your own safety, remain quiet.” 
 
    Myra walked forward with an arrogant swagger in her step, hands resting on her hips. 
 
    “Apprentice Myra,” Renji said, wincing from back pain as he bowed low.  “It’s a pleasure.” 
 
    “Old Renji,” she replied, making no effort to bow in return.  “The pleasure is indeed all yours.” 
 
    Renji feigned a chuckle.  “Pleasant as always, Myra.  So, why have you come to visit today?” 
 
    The woman pursed her lips as she took a step towards one of the weapon racks.  Slowly and methodically she ran a finely manicured nail down the edge a sharp spear tip, then shot Renji a wicked smile.  “Please old man, you know exactly why I’m here.  My master, Lord Zion had graciously contracted some work out to your disgusting little shop.” 
 
    “I am well aware, Lady Myra,” Renji reasoned.  “An order of twenty crystal-tipped spears.  But according to your master my deadline isn’t until next week.” 
 
    Myra scoffed.  “You were given a request from one of the most powerful men in Atherune.  One would assume that I’d find you hard at work to complete such a task.  But no, I walk in to see your spending your time teaching some mongrel off the street some new tricks!” 
 
    “What the hell did you say?” Roy growled, fists clenched at his side and weakened spirit aura channeling through his arms. 
 
    Renji quickly shuffled in front of Roy and put his hands up defensively.  “Apologies, Lady Myra.  I only thought him a potential patron.  On my honor, I will-“ 
 
    “Potential patron?” Myra snapped, her tone now venomous.  “You thought to make a quick coin while the headmaster awaits his order?  Have you no respect?” 
 
    “Please, Lady Myra...” Renji said, bowing his head slightly.  “I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    Myra let out a snide chuckle.  “You have brought that upon yourself.  Now, let us teach you a lesson on what happens when you don’t take the Headmaster’s requests seriously.” 
 
    Myra uncoiled one of the vines on her forearm and snapped it forward, looking to lash the old man for his supposed insolence.  The vine made a cracking sound as it tore open flesh like a whip, though it wasn’t Renji’s flesh that was struck.  Standing guard for the old man was Roy Skyworth, forearm raised and rage in his eyes. 
 
    “Arrogant dog!” Myra growled, recoiling the vine and lashing out with a second strike.  
 
    Roy read her movements perfectly.  With the dexterity of a seasoned fighter, he stepped in close, dodging the brunt of the blow before grabbing onto her wrist.  With his free hand, he summoned what remained of his spirit aura and created an aura bullet that he held just below her chin. 
 
    “Didn’t anyone teach you to respect your elders?” Roy asked, exuding a little arrogance of his own.  If the woman tried anything, he was going to send her through the roof with his aura bullet. 
 
    At least, that’s what he had thought. 
 
    Myra’s lips curled into a wry grin, then she struck out.  In the span of a second, her second vine uncoiled and wrapped around Roy’s ankles.  With a swift and forceful yank, she pulled the void adept’s feet out from under him, forcing his back to slam into the floor and his aura bullet to fly into the ceiling. 
 
    Myra didn’t waste a single movement, planting a knee into Roy’s sternum and using her original vine to entangle his wrists.  Then she pulled the vine on his ankles free and methodically wrapped it around his neck. 
 
    “You’ll find that respecting your superiors is far more important than respecting your elders, mongrel,” Myra spat, squeezing her vine whip so tightly that Roy couldn’t breathe.  He wanted to fight back so badly, to put this vile, arrogant woman in her place.  But, after hours of channeling, spiritcrafting, and a final aura bullet, he had nothing left.  His spirit aura was drained leaving him just an empty shell that couldn’t even defend itself... and that stung worse than the whip. 
 
    Myra continued to tug at her vine, drawing Roy dangerously close to unconsciousness.  “You outrealmer dogs really need to learn your place, like the old man here.” 
 
    “Please!” Renji pleaded, noticing Roy’s face had turned a dark shade of crimson.  “Release him...  release him and I’ll complete your master’s order free of charge!” 
 
    Suddenly the vine around Roy’s neck went slack and the blackness at the edge of his vision began to fade.  He coughed for several seconds as his lungs sucked in oh so precious air. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Myra said, her grin growing even wider than before.  “But your deadline still stands... and don’t think I won’t be checking up on you.” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Myra,” Renji replied, bowing low. 
 
    Surprisingly, the woman reciprocated with the slightest of bows, then she paused and drove her boot into Roy’s exposed stomach.  Blood and spittle sprayed from his mouth as he gripped his abdomen in pain. 
 
    Myra gave Roy’s writhing body a nod then began heading towards the door.  “Good day,” she uttered, slamming the door shut on her way out.  And then, there was silence. 
 
    It took Roy a few moments to gather himself off the floor, and another few to temper his anger after being humiliated by Myra.  In fact, if it wasn’t for Renji’s steady hand resting on his shoulder than he likely would’ve charged after the woman and gotten himself killed (again). 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” Roy finally asked as he paced about the room.  His lack of power in this realm was beginning to become utterly infuriating.  Hell, he hadn’t even had the opportunity to execute his new technique! 
 
    Renji sighed.  “It’s the way of the realm, Roy.  In every territory, there’s someone stronger looking to take what little you have for themselves.  In Atherune, it’s the Headmaster and the other lesser lords. They’ve developed their own little system to control us, to keep us under their thumb.  First, they starve us out by purchasing their goods only from the largest and most well-known smiths, people who they have strong relationships with and are likely close to lordship themselves.  They direct others to buy from them as well, even use a little coercion when needed to make sure the right people are making money.  Then, when we’re hungry and desperate, they contract impossible amounts of work out to small shops like my own for as little money as possible.  If we want to eat, then we accept their contract or face getting blacklisted, and yet we still get bullied!  And that Roy, is how they own us.” 
 
    “What about the Jade guard?” Roy stammered. 
 
    Renji sighed.  “The jade storm guild that runs the guard is under the thumb of the academy… just like everything else.” 
 
    Feelings of shame began to swell in the pit of Roy’s stomach as he realized the severity of what he’d done.  His actions, no, his mere presence had cost Renji any potential profits he had coming.  He could’ve very well just put the man out on the street! 
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” Roy muttered, his voice catching as he gazed upon the old spiritcrafter’s sad, weathered expression.  “Please, if there’s anything I can do-“ 
 
    “Just go,” Renji muttered as he went to gather his tools.  “I know you didn’t mean it, but... but I can’t risk her finding you here again.  They’ll blacklist me for good and... and I need to eat, Roy.  Now go.” 
 
    “But-“ 
 
    “Go,” Renji ordered once more, his voice stern. 
 
    Anger swelled in Roy’s heart once more, anger towards his situation, towards Myra and the academy, towards the whole damn realm... but mostly towards himself.  “Fine,” he muttered.  “I’ll go...  but I’ll be back.  And when I come back, I’m bringing you enough money to get out of this god damned place,” there was a conviction in Roy’s voice, a sense of purpose that he’d not felt since being an officer.  He hadn’t known this old man long, but he was determined to repay some of the kindness he’d been shown in this screwed up place.  
 
    As Roy made his way towards the exit, Renji paused his work and gave him a pained bow.  “Farewell, Roy.” 
 
    Roy stopped at the door and bowed low and graciously, then exited into the streets of Atherune.  As he stepped out, he reached for his taser and held it in his hand, his gaze resting on the item’s fresh rune.  They never had finished upgrading it... 
 
    With remorse, Roy tucked the item back into his pocket and disappeared into the busy street. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy made a quiet return to the house that evening as the others were finishing preparations for the dive.  After first light he and the others would be heading into the dungeon, an experience that had the potential to change his life, to change all of their lives. 
 
    Still, Roy couldn’t take his mind off what had transpired that day, of the indignity he’d suffered at the hands of that damned earth adept.  And still, his mind drifted further, to the look of fear in the boy’s eyes as he faced the butcher’s blade, to the feeling of dread he felt when he’d been surrounded by the darkbeasts... and to the feeling of despair he’d felt when he found out his wife and daughter were lost to him forever... 
 
    As the tempest of feelings grew inside of him, Roy rose to his feet and screamed into the night sky.  It was primal scream so loud and visceral that he felt like he could shatter the stars themselves. 
 
    A few grumbles could be heard in the distance, but mostly what followed after was silence, a serene type of silence that brought back a bit of calmness into the adept’s soul.  Carefully, he lowered himself into the grass and peered up into the speckled sheet of darkness.  Today was his last day of weakness, his last day of bending to the will of others.  He and the Sky Wolves were going to conquer the dungeon, and when he emerged, he was going to grab this realm by the neck and make it his. 
 
    Hours later, Roy drifted off in the comfort of his cot, but not before he settled one last piece of unfinished business.  Resting by his head was an object barely noticeable, a small speck of violet not barely the size of a pebble... Roy’s first completed spirit stone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Into the Darkness 
 
      
 
    Dawn, Athreune City main gate 
 
      
 
    The worldstar began its ascent into the morning sky, showering Eon with its rays and forcing the veil into full retreat.  Much of the realm had yet to stir, still slumbering behind the safety of fortified city walls.  That is, except for the crew of the Sky Wolves. 
 
    Leila led the way, leading the other four through the city’s main gates with a long, silver spear resting on her shoulder.  Closely behind followed Quinn with a large, leather sack strapped to his back and Kimoura carrying nothing but the wraps on her hands and feet.  Remley and Roy took up the rear, Roy with his brown and blue adept attire, and Remley with his red coat and wide-brimmed hat.  On Rem’s hip, he now sported a long, curved blade tucked safely away in a scabbard that was black as ink. 
 
    As they passed through the city gates, Roy couldn’t help but gaze up at the large statues on either side of the wall.  Had... had they moved since the last time he passed through the gate? 
 
    “They are marvelous, aren’t they?” Remley said, noticing Roy stare at the giant stone warriors.  “Though I wouldn’t want to get on their bad side.” 
 
    “Wait,” Roy said, a bit shocked.  “They do move?” 
 
    Remley nodded.  “How do you think they keep the veil from creeping into the city?  Those massive golems were constructed through the combined efforts of the jade several elders and guild leaders.  Coupled with a number of powerful seals, they manage to keep Atherune rather safe.” 
 
    Roy imagined one of the giant stone golems reaching down and flattening him with its massive hand.  What the hell kind of threats required a defense system like that?  He thought on it for a second longer then turned to follow the others....  Maybe he didn’t want to know just yet. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy followed the others for what seemed like hours, traveling into the farthest depths of the surrounding forest.  The crew followed the path of the river, nearly passing by the exact spot where Roy had appeared in this world.  Oddly, not a single shred of evidence from his first fight with the darkbeasts remained.   
 
    The tree line grew dense as the crew progressed further with massive charcoal-colored trunks and reddish leaves that nearly blocked out the daylight.  A strange-looking beast would approach the group every now and again, but a quick show of force from Leila proved to be more than enough to stop any advances from the creatures.  Luckily the forest was home to beasts of mostly first or second rank.  That is, at least while the worldstar was out and the veil was lifted. 
 
    With a bit more traveling, Roy and the others reached a point of descent in the river where its dark waters cascaded in the form of an eerie yet beautiful waterfall.  Leila walked to the edge of the rocky shelf with Quinn at her side and peered over the rather steep edge. 
 
    “We’re here,” she said, pulling a long, sturdy rope out of Quinn’s satchel. 
 
    Roy peered over the edge and bit back a queasy feeling building in his stomach.  He was never one to be afraid of heights but it sure was a long way down…. 
 
    “So, what’s so important about these relics?” he asked, trying to get his mind on something else. 
 
    Leila grunted as she secured the rope around a jagged piece of rock.  “Relics contain old magic, the kinda stuff the gods used to dabble in when they walked the realm.” 
 
    “And you… sell them?” 
 
    “Mostly,” she replied.  “Some sell them, some use them, and others break them down for their components. Break down a strong enough relic and you can absorb its power into your own spirit.  That’s how you acquire a divine power.” 
 
    Roy nodded, soaking up as much information as he could.  “Then that’s how you got your divine power?” 
 
    Leila immediately narrowed her eyes and stood straight up.  “How do you know I have a divine power?” 
 
    Roy stiffened.  He’d hadn’t told any of them about his spirit scan, his little cheat tool.  Hell, he hadn’t even told any of them he’d chosen a specialization in the waning hours of the night previous.  But no matter.  As soon as they were done with their dungeon delve, he would lay out his spirit scan in detail.  If this was anything like one of his operations on the force, then there was no need to create any extra distractions until it was over. 
 
    “Well I just assumed with you being the leader of the Sky Wolves and all,” he said nonchalantly. 
 
    “My divine power was an accident,” she growled, placing a hand over her strapped arm.  A sudden moment of tense silence fell over the group before Leila went back to work securing her rope.  Roy took that time to give her a quick partial scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Leila 
 
    Divine Power: Dark Passenger 
 
    ///////// 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t really thought about it the first time he scanned her, but dark passenger did seem rather... ominous.  If it was as bad as she made it seem then hopefully, she wouldn’t have to put it to use during their dungeon delve. 
 
    After another moment or so, Leila finished tying her rope and tossed the end over the edge of the rocky platform.  The rope swayed in the wind, dangling just feet from the descending current of the waterfall.   
 
    “Alright men, if Remley’s intel is correct than the entrance to the dungeon should lie just behind the midway point of the waterfall.  I’ll head in first.  Follow my lead and regroup at the entrance.”  With that, Leila channeled her aura and leaped from the rocky edge. 
 
    Wind swirled around the woman in the shape of a globe as she glided through the air.  After falling nearly fifty feet she latched onto the rope and swung herself into the waterfall, water cascading off of her wind aura as she disappeared into the wall of water.  She took the end of the rope with her, likely securing it to something unseen behind the fall. 
 
    “Well, here we go!” Remley said with a grin before latching onto the rope himself and sliding down into the falls.  Quinn and Kimoura followed suit until only Roy was left, standing alone on the rocky ledge.  With a deep breath, he grabbed the rope and leaped. 
 
    Wind rushed at the void adept’s face and the rope burned at his hands as he plummeted through the air.  Quickly, he reinforced his palms with his spirit aura and latched onto the cord with all his might.  His body jerked as the direction of the rope took him directly into the falls, flinging him through the rushing wall of water and depositing him into a secret entrance that sat in the rocks. 
 
    Roy landed with a thud, his body slamming into the rocky floor as the other four watched in amusement. 
 
    “Smooth,” Leila said as she gave her head a shake. Kimoura, on the other hand, leaned over and hoisted him back to his feet.   
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll get it,” she said as she gave the man a warm smile.  The woman always seemed so positive and full of hope.  If anything, it was a bit uplifting. 
 
    Together, the five of them began to make their way into the mouth of the dungeon, hands on weapons and eyes alert.  Quinn retrieved a torch from his pack and hoisted it into the air, illuminating the path ahead with a flickering orange glow.   
 
    The main corridor of the dungeon was like a large, oval-shaped tunnel carved directly out of stone.  Much of the entrance was damp and full of a thick mist, though that was likely because it was hidden directly behind a waterfall.  However, as the group ventured further the misty air was quickly replaced with a deathly chill. 
 
    “Are all dungeons normally this cold?” Roy asked as he channeled his spirit aura through his limbs to fight off the biting chill. 
 
    “Not typically, no,” Remley replied candidly.  “This cold is being spread unnaturally, likely from some sort of item or creature.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Leila added, pushing away the chilled air with a gust from her wind aura before shooting Rem a piercing glare.   She clearly did not enjoy the cold. 
 
    As they walked, Roy examined the strange-looking foliage creeping its way through the cracks in the stone walls, thin grayish vines with tiny curved thorns potruding from the sides. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Item discovered:  Blade root 
 
    This item is typically used as a component in blade-crafting and other related potions.  It can only be found underground 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Curious, Roy removed a long vine from the wall, coiled it tightly as to not get poked, and shoved the item into his pocket.  Perhaps he could find a use for it later. 
 
    “Interesting place, isn’t it Roy boy?” Remley asked, noticing the man’s genuine curiosity. 
 
    Roy nodded.  “How the hell did you find this place again?  I mean, it was hidden underground beneath a damn waterfall.” 
 
    Remley let out a chuckle as Quinn turned to answer.  “It was thanks to your boy Remley’s unrelenting charm.  You see, there’s this guild called the godsayers and they have the ability to see visions, the kinds that unmask secrets hidden on Eon.  The Godsayers aren’t much for fighting, so when they come across the secret the location of a dungeon, they’ll sell it for profit.  Remley happened to know one such emissary with a secret to sell.  But rather than pay her in coin, he used his charm to tap into her… carnal desires.” 
 
    Remley coughed.  “Well, I think that’s enough story for now.  Perhaps we should focus on the task at hand.  There may be creatures about and such.” 
 
    Kimoura giggled.  Or perhaps you’ll just have to use your unrelenting charm on some of these darkbeasts.  Im sure a reaver would love to feel the soft touch of your-“ 
 
    Quinn immediately made a gagging sound, causing Kimoura to cover her mouth and stifle a bout of full on laughter.  Remley just remained quiet, his cheeks nearly as red as his coat. 
 
    Slowly, the conversation tapered off, replaced with a sudden intensity as the promise of darker things to come began to brush on the group’s spiritual senses.  After a bit of walking, the dungeon pathway began to slope down, taking the group deeper beneath the realm’s surface and further into darkness.  Soon, the silence of the tunnel was replaced with hisses and growls from creatures that lied just out of sight. 
 
    “Get ready,” Leila warned, lifting her spear to chest level in striking position.  “The first wave of scouts is coming in.” 
 
    “About time,” Quinn said, placing his torch in a crevice on the wall before summoning a pair of long, bony blades from his wrists. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Dread Hunter skill: Bone blades 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Another instant of silence passed by before a pair of creatures emerged from the darkness, diving at the group with claws outstretched.  Roy immediately recognized them. They were more of the darkbeasts that he’d encountered in the woods... gray skin, clawed hands, wild yellow eyes and strange bone masks covering their jaws.  
 
    The first darkbeast lunged in Leila’s direction, its shrieks echoing out of the sides of its mask.  The claws of the creature stabbed at her face, eager to dig her eyes right out of their sockets.   
 
    It was the last action the creature would ever take. 
 
    Leila’s spirit aura came to life as a torrent of wind whipped around her body, make her movements lighter than a leaf on the wind. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Wind skill: Feather Dance 
 
    //////////   
 
      
 
    She ducked the swiping claws with ease before stabbing her spear upwards, shoving its tip just below the creature’s skin.  It’s screeching ceased as the spear slid through the beast’s brain matter and emerged through the other end of its skull, spraying blood and gore across the cold stone floor. 
 
    A second beast lunged in her direction, but Quinn stepped in to intercept, smashing his bone blades into the creature’s ribs.  The weapons were sharp, but they were also thick and heavy, acting more as clubs then blades as they smashed the darkbeast’s exposed ribs. 
 
    Roy tensed as more growls echoed through the large, stone chamber.  His eyes darted left and right, his spirit scan searching for activity in his vision as he waited for an enemy to show its ugly face. 
 
    And show their faces they did. 
 
    Another trio of darkbeasts circled around and attacked the Sky Wolves’ flank, leaping through the air with claws extended like rows of curved blades.  These things had the crew surrounded, just as they’d surrounded Roy back in the woods.  Even so, Roy’s fighting soul was absent of fear.  He wasn’t just some ill-prepared newcomer this time… he had allies and a little power of his own. 
 
    Remley pivoted first and struck out, unsheathing his blade and lashing out before the creature’s feet even hit the ground.  His movements were like a blur, silver sword slicing through the darkbeast’s flesh as flames from his fire aura danced on the weapon’s edge.  In an instant, its body was covered in charred wounds and its yellow eyes lost the life they once held.   
 
    Remley moved to engage the second beast but Kimoura had already begun her technique, the wrappings on her hands now glowing with a soft, white light.  The woman planted her feet and threw an open hand at the approaching darkbeast, taking aim at its chest with a strike that seemed almost feeble to Roy’s untrained eyes.  He couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Battle Monk skill: Devastating Palm 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The chest of the darkbeast exploded as it ran into Kimoura’s open palm, gray flesh rippling from the force of the blow before pieces of flesh and bone flew out of a giant hole in the creature’s back.  Its body went skidding back into the darkness as a cloud of soul essence rose from its lifeless husk and flew into Kimoura’s chest. 
 
    The final darkbeast had turned its sights on Roy, charging at him with bloodthirst clouding its yellow eyes. Roy noticed that his companions hadn’t moved to intercept the beast.  They were leaving this one to him, the first test to prove his worth.  Well, he didn’t want to disappoint. 
 
    Setting his feet, Roy began to channel his void aura into his right arm, forcing spirit energy into the limb three times over in a violent, spiraling rhythm.  He could barely control this new technique that was taking form, but he doubled down on his focus, embracing the skills that the void manual had imprinted on his soul.  Moving with a precision taught from years of martial arts training, Roy launched his fist at the beast. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Vanguard skill: Void Spiral 
 
      
 
    The dark Vanguard sends his spirit energy into a spiral, launching an attack that sends a dense pulse of void energy into the vanguard’s opponent.  If the Vanguard is under attack from multiple foes, he can extend his pulse of energy outwards, shielding his body in a spinning, protective globe. 
 
    /////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy’s fist erupted with void energy as it slammed into the chest of the darkbeast, Black-violet light drilling into the beast like a missile.  It let out a screech as its body went spinning backward, the force of Roy’s attack just too much for it to overcome.  The creature’s body slammed into the rocky wall with a sickening thud as the adept’s blast tore through more of its flesh with each revolution. 
 
    Finally, the creature collapsed to the ground as Roy’s technique dissipated and a cloud of soul essence floated into his chest.  Roy turned to find the others staring at him in disbelief. 
 
    “Roy boy...” Remley uttered.  “Where in the Realms did you learn that skill?” 
 
    “The void manual,” Roy said.  “I read it... sort of.” 
 
    Roy sighed.  looks like there was no waiting now… 
 
    “Read it?” Remley asked.  “Skills like that take hours of constant practice and training.  You can’t just-” 
 
    “Later,” Quinn interrupted as he sent a pulse of green spirit energy into the surrounding darkness.  “We’ve got more company closing in fast.” 
 
    “More of those?” Roy asked. 
 
    “No,” Quinn replied.  “Those darkbeasts are just scouts and trackers.  That’s why they have those masks forced over their faces, so they can’t eat us.  They find prey, disable it and send out those shrieks while they wait for the larger, slower darkbeasts to come devour it.” 
 
    A shiver went down Roy’s spine.  “How much larger?” he asked, though he felt foolish for doing so, for as the words left his mouth, a massive pair of yellow eyes illuminated in the darkness... eyes that evoked pure terror. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Relic 
 
      
 
    The depths of Icerock Dungeon 
 
      
 
    Varyon moved silently across the stone ceiling, crawling like a spider carefully seeking its prey.  His guild emblem illuminated on his forearm with a dark glow, the symbol of the thousand-legged spiders guild.  Slowly, it drained away the adept’s spirit aura, but in turn it granted him his arachnid-like abilities… abilities he needed to execute his task. 
 
    Moving with the utmost poise, the temporal adept crept deeper into the dungeon, concealing his aura from the lurking darkbeasts below.  His fingers were stained with the blood of a spirit beast, though the creature’s limb had lost its shine and its arm was tossed into shadow. 
 
    Soon Varyon made his way into the final chamber, a massive cave completely covered in a thick layer of ice.  With a leap, the adept latched onto a large, icy stalagmite jutting from the chamber’s ceiling, the best vantage point he could find in the mostly open cavern. 
 
    Varyon’s eyes lingered on the center of the chamber floor, on an ancient weapon encased in an over-sized block of ice, a relic from an ancestor of the great dragon-gods…  A weapon known as a Draconis blade.  Even through the layers of bitter frost, he could still feel the power emanating from the sword.  It was something ancient and cold, like the last breath of a dying god. 
 
    Varyon wasn’t the only thing drawn to the blade’s power.  Circling the relic was a massive darkbeast, a gray-skinned drake with patches of icy scales covering different parts of its body.  The creature paced around the block of ice like a dragon guarding its horde, occasionally running an errant claw across the frozen floor.   
 
    It was all too clear that the creature was guarding the weapon, though that was the nature of the darkbeasts. The vile things were drawn to power like a moth to flame.  Whenever a relic would surface, the darkbeasts would gather at its location, drinking from its residue power and feasting on the adepts foolish enough to seek the item out.  That was the danger of Eon’s dungeons, a danger that many adepts still chose to face. 
 
    Varyon studied the creature’s movements for several moments, the twitch of its tail, the scrape of its claws.  He was fairly certain that with a great bit of effort he could dispose of the beast on his own…  But that was not the plan.  His interrogation of the godsayer emissary led him to believe that another group had acquired her knowledge of the dungeon’s hidden entrance.  And, since he’d killed the woman, the other adepts were likely scrambling to claim the dungeon’s relic before him.   
 
    But no matter.  Varyon was a patient man.  He would wait here in the dungeon’s final chamber, masking his power until the group arrived to claim their prize.  And when those foolish adepts had drained their resources clearing out the darkbeasts, he would strike.  No survivors. No witnesses… it was an oath that Varyon had taken when he donned the emblem of the spiders, and Varyon never broke his oaths. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy tensed as a pair of looming, yellow eyes illuminated the darkness, their piercing gaze burning holes into his soul.  Immediately he began to channel his spirit aura, strengthening his entire body as he prepared for what was to come. 
 
    Then the darkbeast revealed itself and Roy’s spirit shivered. 
 
    Towering over the adepts was humanoid-like beast, its back hunched and its body covered in torn, blood-stained rags.  The creature’s face wasn’t much better with leathery, gray skin stretched over bone and its mouth filled with broken, jagged teeth.  Perfectly round, yellow eyes scanned over the Sky Wolves as the creature’s hand squeezed the shaft of a gnarled, wooden staff.  The creature looked like some sort of monstrous beggar directly out of one hell’s dark alleys. 
 
    In the breath of a second, Roy activated his spirit scan. 
 
      
 
     ////////// 
 
    Ragged Wanderer 
 
    Darkbeast 
 
    Ecology: Lurks within concentrated portions of the veil and in mid-level dungeons. 
 
    Nature: Scavenger  
 
    Vulnerabilities: Wanderers are susceptible to direct attacks to the brain.  
 
    Notes: Ragged Wanderers are slow-moving, scavenger-type darkbeasts.  Nomadic in nature, these creatures tend to lurk behind their smaller, faster counterparts and use their brute strength to help take down their prey 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The wanderer let out a low, moaning growl before taking another lumbering step forward, torchlight reflecting off the creature’s bloody rags.  By Roy’s estimate, the thing was at least twelve feet tall (and that was with its hunch).  If its strength was proportionate to the smaller darkbeast scouts, then he was certain it could punch a hole through him with ease. 
 
    “Flank it, Rem!” Leila ordered, taking control of the situation in an instant as her spear returned to her hands.  
 
     Fiery spirit energy burned around Remley’s ankles, his flame aura pumping through his legs to enhance his speed.  In an instant he dashed behind to the wanderer’s flank, silver sword moving like a blur as he slashed at the creature’s lower back. 
 
    Quinn and Kimoura launched off at nearly the same time, each bounding to either side of the creature with a boost of their spirit energy.  Quinn struck out with his bone blades, smashing them into the darkbeast’s fingers as the creature reached for his waist.  Opposite him, Kimoura delivered a devastating palm strike, slamming into the creature’s forearm and loosening its grip on the gnarled staff. 
 
    “Roy, to my side!” Leila growled.  “Fire at the eyes!” in a swift yet graceful motion, she swung her spear onto her shoulder, gripping the weapon in both hands.  Spirit energy coursed through the weapon’s shaft and into its point, causing it to glow like a like a beacon of light as she took aim at the creature.  Then with another growl, she fired her technique at the beast. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Spiritlancer skill: Wind Lance 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    A bolt of nearly invisible spirit energy rippled through the air and plunged into one of the darkbeast’s yellow orbs, spraying a fresh bit of blood onto its already stained rags. It howled, letting loose a screech that echoed through the dungeon’s many stone walls.  Perhaps this creature wasn’t as menacing as it first appeared… 
 
    Or perhaps it was. 
 
    Seething with a newfound rage, the wanderer tightened the grip on its gnarled staff and swung it in a sweeping arc, knocking away Quinn and Kimoura before either of them could generate a proper defense.   
 
    “keep it on the defensive and get the other eye!” Leila roared in Roy’s direction before sending two more wind lances at the wanderer’s face.  The beast lifted its free hand into the air, absorbing the blows on the forearm as two large gashes appeared on its flesh.   
 
    A burst of flame appeared at the creature’s back as Remley unleashed one of his flame techniques, charring its skin and setting some of its dangling rags ablaze.  It seemed like the Sky Wolves had put out an insurmountable amount of damage in a matter of seconds… and yet the darkbeast only seemed angrier from it all.  Its movements were getting faster and that remaining yellow eye was glowing with hunger even brighter than before. 
 
    It was time for Roy to enter the fray. 
 
    Channeling spirit energy into his palm, Roy pointed and finger and took aim at the darkbeast.  A tiny ball of black-violet void energy began to spin at his fingertip, growing denser with each revolution as he poured his aura into the impending attack. 
 
    The darkbeast growled as it stepped to the right and slammed its staff down on Quinn, smashing the adept’s bone blades into the ground with brutal force.  Its free hand snatched Kimoura off her feet and launched her in Leila’s direction, causing the woman to relinquish her wind lances and roll out of the way.  Fortunately, that left the beast’s face open for a well-placed aura blast. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Void Skill: Aura Bullet 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The tiny ball of energy left Roy’s fingertip at an insane speed, tearing through the cold and mist before slamming into the creature’s face.  The wanderer roared in protest as the aura bullet tore a hole in its cheek, blowing away a large chunk of gray flesh before dissipating into the darkness.   
 
    The creature paused for the briefest of seconds, seemingly stunned by Roy’s sudden display of force.  Remley took advantage of that, letting out a grunt of approval from behind the beast as he leaped on its leg and plunged his blade deep into its calf, pinning it to the ground. 
 
    “Keep up the pressure!” Quinn yelled, climbing to his feet as aura pulsed into his arms.  His bone blades immediately went to work, slamming into the wanderer and battering away at its staff hand, preventing it from swinging on him again.  Roy nodded in agreement before channeling his energy for a second blast.  By the gods, they were doing it.  They were taking this thing down! 
 
    The adept’s optimism faltered in the slightest as he readied a second blast, feeling the pain and fatigue of pushing his body to its limits.  Roy’s spirit ached as he drew on his energy for a second aura bullet.  The skill was extremely taxing on his spirit aura, especially at such a low rank.  To be honest, he wasn’t even certain if he’d be able to pull the technique off again without leaving himself debilitated, but he had to try.  He had to prove his worth. 
 
    Void energy swirled at the tip of Roy’s finger as he took aim at the wanderer’s face, muscles in his forearm straining with an unfamiliar pain.  He fought through the discomfort and poured his remaining spirit energy into his technique, preparing to fire. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as the creature’s singular yellow eye locked on Roy, clearly sensing the threat that the adept’s attack posed.  Roy returned its gaze with a resolute stare, teeth clenched, muscles tight and arm shaking with spiritual pressure.   
 
    “Eat this you bastard,” Roy muttered, sending a final surge of spirit energy through his outstretched limb.  Then with everything he had left in him, Roy fired his attack... 
 
    And his arm gave out. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Void Skill: Aura Bullet  
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The muscles in Roy’s arm flared with pain as he unleashed his aura bullet, forcing him to flinch as the technique left his hand.   In that instant, he had felt something happen to him.  His unseasoned spirit aura had been pushed beyond its limits, stretched to capacity until it ultimately failed...   And when one’s spirit failed, the body was always soon to follow. 
 
    The aura bullet spun through the air, gaining momentum as it headed in the wanderer’s general direction. Rather than a dense ball of energy, it was now a swirling, unrefined mass of black-violet light. 
 
    Roy held out the tiniest bit of hope that his botched technique would still land true, that it would still strike the wanderer and hinder it in some meaningful way, that it would still be enough to help put the darkbeast down... 
 
    The wanderer had other ideas. 
 
    Opening its maw, the ragged wanderer summoned the spirit energy stored in its gullet and let loose a thick beam of energy straight out of its mouth.  The attack immediately overwhelmed Roy’s botched aura bullet, engulfing the technique as the bar of energy dug a trench in the ground.  
 
    Roy’s muscles tensed as the spirit energy came roaring at him like a missile.  He threw his arms up in a hopeless defense, no time to dodge, no time to reinforce his body.  He was certain this was it.  If only he’d seen Leila approaching from the side. 
 
    In an instant, the woman leaped in front of Roy, using her spirit lance to cut through the wanderer’s heavy blast.  The bar of spirit energy split on either side, unable to pierce her defenses as she channeled her wind aura into her weapon and carved a protective barrier around herself. 
 
    “Finish it,” Leila growled, digging her heels into the ground as the wanderer’s attack persisted.  Its spirit energy was wild and untamed, flowing from its mouth like a river with no end. 
 
    Roy nodded, taking a step back as he tried to muster any little bit of strength he could find.  Then, with a sudden finality, the creature’s attack stopped.  Apparently, Leila wasn’t talking to Roy when she called for an end to the beast.  Perched atop the creature’s slumped shoulder was Remley, a grin on his face and flaming blade protruding from the beast’s last remaining eye.   
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Remley said as he retrieved his weapon, carefully wiping away the blood from its edge.  “Took a bit too long to weaken it though.  Better work on your aim, Roy boy.” 
 
    Roy dropped to a knee and took in some heavy breathes, trying to draw on what little spirit energy his aura had left.  “Not used to missing,” he admitted.  “This is a little different than shooting a gun.” 
 
    “What’s a gun?” Kimoura asked as she yanked Roy back onto his feet.  She had taken a beating from the darkbeast, but her body didn’t look any worse for wear. 
 
    “A weapon from my world,” Roy said with a shake of his head.  “A damn powerful one.” 
 
    Leila shot him a disapproving glance.  “You have no idea what a real weapon is capable of... but you will, soon enough.” 
 
    Before Roy could formulate a response, something else caught his eye.  Rising from the wanderer’s corpse were several translucent globs of soul essence, floating about the cavern like odd, deflating balloons.  Roy leaned forward and placed his hand on one, only to have it absorb into his palm and replenish a small portion of his spirit.  It felt good, considering how drained he had felt just moments ago.  Soon the entire group had hands on the air, pulling soul essence into their body until only the light of Quinn’s torch remained. 
 
    Seven lesser soul essence were now floating around inside of Roy’s body, waiting to be refined.  And not just lesser soul essence either, but pure essence of much greater strength. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if that was good or not, considering the effort it took to kill the thing.  Still, every soul essence he gained was another strop towards greater strength... and strength, above all else, was the greatest commodity in this dangerous world (not to mention having your technique fail mid-battle was real damn embarrassing), 
 
    The five adepts quickly regrouped, settling their auras and scouring the wanderer’s body for anything of use.  Apparently, these creatures were collectors, often scavenging their victims for items and keeping them as trinkets. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” Leila said, tossing one of the creature’s rags to the ground.  “Let’s move.”  The others began to follow suit, but Roy noticed something off, a slight glimmer in the rags near his feet.  After searching through the stained, brittle fabric he produced a thin shard of ice.  Nearly crystalline in nature, the shard was colder than anything else in the cavern and shimmered with a slight azure glow. 
 
    Data appeared in Roy’s vision. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Item discovered:  Cryofox Shard  
 
      
 
    A shard of ice from the mane of a cryofox.  These shards remain at a constant subzero temperature and cannot be melted, even after withstanding intense heat and pressure. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy promptly shoved the shard into his pocket, drawing an eye roll from Leila.  She must’ve thought it was junk.  Kimoura, however, gave him an all-too-friendly wink.  Roy reciprocated her affection with a grim smile before joining Remley’s side.  The woman was cute in a very strange, overly nice but still able to smash you through a brick wall sort of way. In fact, he had to admit that he kind of liked it. 
 
    With his aura rather replenished form the soul essence, Roy straightened his tunic and averted his gaze back down the descending pathway. He felt like he had misstepped in that battle, that he really hadn’t shown them what he was made of.  Not being one to self-loathe though, he brushed it off.  After all, the best way to get to know someone better was through combat, and plenty of that awaited them in the dungeon’s depths. 
 
    With weapons at their sides and spirit auras cloaked around their bodies, the Sky Wolves continued their descent. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Final Chamber 
 
      
 
    The depths of Icerock Dungeon 
 
      
 
    The air grew more frigid with each passing second as the adepts made their way through the bowels of icerock dungeon.  Frost had formed over much of their gear and pathways once made of solid stone were now covered in layers of thick ice that gleamed like sapphires under the glow of Quinn’s torch. 
 
    Roy grimaced, noticing a bit of frost forming at the end of his belt. This place was deadly cold, so much so that the subzero temperatures would likely see him dead in under an hour.  Thankfully, reinforcing his body with a constant flow of spirit energy was enough to help fight off the cold.  He just had to make sure that he didn’t let himself run dry... again. 
 
    As they made their way through the icy passages, the group encountered a number of darkbeast scouts scouring the tunnels for easy prey, though this time they were able to dispatch the creatures before they attracted the attention of any larger threats.  Slowly but surely, the adepts made their way through a series of winding paths, eventually finding themselves at the mouth of an impossibly large cavern.  Icy stalagmites hung from the high ceiling and blanketed the cavern’s floor, giving the cave the appearance of a giant mouth filled with rows of icy teeth. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Quinn said in a matter of fact tone, a thin reed still jutting out the side of his mouth.  He had momentarily taken lead of the small group, his eyes flickering with green spirit energy as he used a dread hunter technique to scout the area for traps.   
 
    Many of the stalagmites were quite large, easily able to conceal a darkbeast or two behind their tall, icy stature.  However, Quinn reassured them that the immediate area was clear.  “From what I can tell, there’s a large source of energy resting in a sub-cavern on the far end of this chamber.  It’s probably our relic.” Quinn’s eyes continued to scan the darkness, dissecting each shadow with trained vigilance.  “And there’s something else in there too.” 
 
    “There always is,” Leila added, grunting as she hoisted her spear onto her shoulders.  “Sense anything in the main cavern?” 
 
    Quinn shook his head.  “A few pockets of darkbeasts here and there, but nothing we can’t handle.  There’re some natural beasts in here too... ice worms or maybe cryofox.  Looks like they’re keeping their distance from the darkbeasts though.” 
 
    Roy patted the cryofox shard in his pocket.  Maybe if he was lucky, he’d get the chance to see one of these beasts up close... well, as long as they weren’t extremely dangerous or something.  He had enough of that to deal with already. 
 
    “I suppose we should get this show on the road then,” Remley quipped, brushing past Quinn as he headed towards the maze of stalagmites, his flame aura flickering on his fingertips.  “After all, I really am out of my element.” 
 
    Kimoura stifled a giggle, Leila shook her head and Quinn placed an open palm on his face. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Quinn grimaced as his arm brushed against a column of ice, its unnatural chill permeating through his tunic and into his bones.  He hated the cold and finding out this dungeon had ice properties only made him dislike it even more. 
 
    Despite his discomfort, it didn’t take long for the group to traverse the field of icy stalagmites, slicing down the lower ranked darkbeasts that lurked in the area.  The group had been fortunate enough to avoid some of the more serious threats lurking in icerock dungeon, a testament to Quinn’s skills as a dread hunter.  His spec had afforded him tracking skills comparable to some of Eon’s greatest beasts.  That, along with his skill to detect powerful spirit auras allowed the group to navigate the dungeon with relative ease.   
 
    Still, as they approached the dungeon’s final chamber, Quinn knew that the notion of safety was laughable at best.  The strongest of the darkbeasts always lurked there, drawn to the power of the relics hidden within.  But no matter, Quinn was ready for a fight.  He just hoped that Remley’s new little addition would fare better than he had against the wanderer.  Perhaps, if he survived this place, and with a little time, they would make an adept out of him yet. 
 
    After dispatching a trio of scouts, the group stumbled upon an out of place little encampment built under a large, leaning stalagmite.  A thick blanket hung from a pair of hooks hammered into the ice, layers of frost clinging to the worn fabric.   
 
    “What do we have here?” Remley said as he peered into the makeshift tent.  Quinn immediately found himself rolling his eyes.  Rem and his damned curiosity had gotten them into trouble more than a few times, and this little excursion appeared to be no different. 
 
    “Rem, wait,” Quinn interjected, but before he could fully get the words out Remley had torn away the hanging fabric and went inside.  Sitting inside the makeshift tent were the remains of two adepts, their bodies frozen solid from the frigid cold.  Those poor souls... they must’ve run out of spirit energy and taken refuge, only succumb to the cold mere moments from their goal. 
 
    “Well this is rather unpleasant,” Remley said as he crouched down and peered into one of the frozen man’s lifeless eyes.  Roy walked over as well, but rather than pay any attention to the dead, he began sifting through their frozen, oversized packs.   
 
    At least the kid had some survival instincts, Quinn thought as he watched him digging through the sack full of items.  Some adepts would consider it dishonorable to loot the dead, but he thought that was foolish.  It’s not like they could take their belongings with them to the afterlife... well, at least most items anyways. 
 
    To Quinn’s surprise, Roy pulled out a pair of manuals from one of the bags and shoved them into a fold in his tunic.   Why in the world would a spirin be hoarding manuals, especially if he didn’t have skill to use them?  Maybe he planned on selling them later... if only he knew how much they’d fetch if they found a moderately powerful relic. 
 
    “Can we get moving?” Leila asked, doing little to hide the irritation in her voice.  Quinn nodded then motioned for the others to follow.  Her down to business attitude sometimes grated on the other members of the group, but he respected it, especially when it kept them alive. 
 
    “Hold on just a second,” Roy hollered, crawling through the tent and past the pair of frozen bodies.  Quinn watched with curiosity as the man momentarily disappeared from view.  He hadn’t sensed anything else in there, so just what the hell was he doing? 
 
    Suddenly, Roy emerged from the tent with something curled tightly in his forearms.  At first glance, it looked like a jagged piece of ice, but as the creature uncoiled Quinn saw it for was it was... a very frightened cryofox pup. 
 
    “Shhh,” Roy cooed, silencing the tiny beast’s whimpers.  He’d seemed to have taken an immediate liking to it, which was odd considering how gruff the man seemed towards most everything else. 
 
    “Didn’t you detect that thing?” Rem asked, giving the creature a curious glance. 
 
    “Fox aura,” Quinn replied, shaking his head dismissively.  “Damn near impossible to detect.” 
 
    A sharp spike in spirit energy interrupted the trio, causing them to turn their gazes toward Leila.  Her spear was gripped tightly in both hands and her face wore a fresh mask of anger.  “It is freezing, my spirit’s waning, and the relic is within reach.  Now let’s... get... moving!” 
 
    Kimoura went wide-eyed before glancing back at Roy and suppressing a giggle.  If there was anyone who could shrug off Leila’s anger, it was her.  Still, they did have a task to complete and more darkbeasts would be on them soon.  So, with a nod and a quick cycle of his spirit aura, Quinn led them towards the dungeon’s final chamber. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy noticed an immediate change in the dungeon’s atmosphere as the group entered its final chamber.  The air had an eerie stillness to it, and the temperature had dropped to its lowest point yet. 
 
    On the far end of the cavern sat a block of ice with some sort of item at its frozen center.  Judging by the spiritual pressure coming off the thing, Roy had to assume that was the relic.  Finally, they’d reached the end of this hellacious road trip. 
 
    Following Quinn’s lead, Roy and the others began to carefully make their way into the icy chamber.  The void adept’s forearms were beginning to grow numb, likely due to the creature he held cradled into his chest... a cryofox.  He’d found the little beast while searching for something useful in the tent, thanks in large to a notification from his spirit scan.  Originally, the creature had shied away from him, but after presenting the cryofox shard he’d found and offering it to the little beast, it willfully leaped into his arms.   
 
    There was just something about the fox that reminded him of home.  The way its tiny sapphire eyes gazed up at him, it reminded him of the kitten he’d brought home for his daughter Karina.  Even as an infant she’d loved that little furball so much... 
 
    Roy visibly winced as emotions came rushing back him, emotions that he promptly swallowed into the pit of his stomach.  Dammit, It’s not the time Roy.  Not now. 
 
    The group picked up speed as they trudged towards the icy block, the anticipation growing to a crescendo.  Then, as if to remind them all of the danger they were truly in, the chamber filled with a low, menacing growl. 
 
    Remley’s tipped his hat upwards and gazed at a giant mass of scales moving across the wall.  “That does not look good.” 
 
    The others followed Rem’s gaze to the far wall where the silhouette of a massive creature clung to the ice.  Upon further gazing, Roy could make out its icy blue scales, its toothy reptilian snout and it’s thick, ever-twitching tail.  By the gods, it almost looked draconic! 
 
    Roy’s spirit scan immediately brought up a window of information. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Elder Ice Drake 
 
    Darkbeast 
 
    Ecology:  Icy caverns, lakes and other locales of extreme cold. 
 
    Nature: Aggressive/ protective 
 
    Vulnerabilities: Attacking into its open mouth or breaking its protective scales are the most effective means of damaging drakes. 
 
      
 
    Notes:  Drakes are a very feral breed of darkbeast.  They are drawn to strong sources of energy, and as such are usually found protecting relics or other powerful artifacts.  Drakes will attack any creature that comes to close to their lair, including other darkbeasts. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide as he watched the darkbeast make its way down the icy wall, its eyes locked on their group.  He couldn’t believe the amount of spirit energy that was coming off the thing.  If Roy’s aura was like a refined cloak of energy, then the drakes was like a raging torrent of flame, furious and wild as it enwrapped the creature’s body. 
 
    As it reached the ground, Roy noticed a pair of corpses by what must’ve been its nest.  Two half-eaten masses of icy blue flesh...  that damned drake had been preying on the parents of his cryofox pup! 
 
    “Bastard,” Roy growled, squeezing the pup just a bit tighter.  He wasn’t going to let it have this one too. 
 
    “Form up!” Leila ordered, taking point as the creature began to stalk them down like a lioness closing in on its prey.  Her words came fast and firm as her wind aura swirled around her thin, muscular fame.  “Remley, do what you do best and annoy the hell out of it.  Keep its attention!  Quinn, you and I will focus on weakening the beast’s spirit.  We need to slow that thing down, so it doesn’t latch onto Rem!” 
 
    The creature growled as it took another precarious step forward. 
 
    “Kimoura, once we have its attention, I need you to work on breaking its scales.” 
 
    “Got it!” Kimoura responded, raising a glowing fist into the air.” 
 
    “What about me?” Roy asked, safely tucking the scared cryofox pup behind a jutting piece of rock. 
 
    “Support Remley with spirit blasts when you can,” she ordered, readying herself as the drake moved closer into range. 
 
    “I thought I had to prove-” 
 
    “You’ve proven enough for now,” she said, cutting him off.  “Keep your distance.  We’re too close to do anything risky.  We need this relic...  Now, watch and see how a real team takes down an elite darkbeast,” Leila turned to look at Roy and for the briefest of seconds, he was certain he saw a grin forming on her face...  and then she was off. 
 
    Remley engaged first, sending flame aura into his legs and leaping in to meet the drake, sword dancing across the creature’s snout as steel met scales. 
 
    Leila was next to jump in, jabbing her spear into the drake’s hind leg and chipping away at its scaly defenses.  As she struck, she forced a gust of her wind aura into the beast’s tiny wound until a line of thick blood began to ooze out.  For a second, it looked like the drake was going to turn and clamp its jaws onto her frame, but Remley redoubled his efforts with his blade, smashing it into the tip of its nose and sending the drake into a rage. 
 
    Quinn circled around to the drake’s tail and smashed it into the ground with a bone blade, leaving an opening for Kimoura to leap onto the creature’s back.  The battle monk immediately fell into a focused stance, drawing spirit energy into her fist as she prepared to smash through the drake’s back scales. 
 
    Once again, Roy marveled as the Sky Wolves handled the darkbeast with expertise, playing off of each other’s strengths to neutralize the creature and exploit its weaknesses.  It also made him angry, angry that he wasn’t strong enough to play a more pivotal role, to pull his own weight. He had to ascend.  He needed to be able to stand on even ground... 
 
    Drawing spirit energy into his fingertip, Roy steadied himself as he prepared to launch an aura bullet…then he froze.  Roy stiffened as his spirit scan came to life.  Another window had appeared in his vision, one that indicated that they weren’t as alone as they thought. 
 
    Someone else was entering the fray. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Varyon 
 
    Temporal Adept 
 
    Rank: 4th 
 
    Specialization: Assassin 
 
    Divine Power: Hidden 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Emerging from the shadow was a man Roy immediately recognized.  Tall and shrouded in a tunic of black, he wore a fierce expression and sported a vertical scar down his pale face.  It was the man he’d seen near the academy, the one who shrouded the power of his spirit... 
 
    The 4th ranked adept had returned. 
 
    A feeling of dread washed over Roy as he watched the scarred man leap from his perch and charge at his companions from the opposite side, a sphere of translucent blue spirit energy swirling around his form.  Due to the man’s location, Roy couldn’t launch an aura bullet without risking hitting one of the others, but dammit he had to do something! 
 
    Varyon locked eyes on Leila as he dashed across the ice, drawing aura into his palm with each passing step.  Roy’s instincts kicked in and he leaped into action, drawing in aura of his own.  The battle raged in front of him like a churning cloud of chaos as the Sky Wolves continued to batter the ice drake, unaware of the veiled Assassin approaching from the side.  Channeling his void aura into his legs, Roy dove into the chaos himself, passing between Quinn and Rem as he slid under the drake’s belly.  He emerged from the other side of the creature, pouncing to his feet at Leila’s side just as Varyon arrived... 
 
    And then Roy unleashed his dark spiral. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Cipherion’s Tooth 
 
      
 
    Icerock Dungeon, Final Chamber 
 
      
 
    Varyon Risen, venerable Assassin of the thousand-legged spider guild was an opportunistic killer.  That’s entirely the reason he waited in the cold darkness of the cavern, biding his time until the adepts in this dungeon showed up to do battle for the relic waiting below.  He would watch them engage the ice drake, wait until they were completely engrossed in the heat of battle... then he would eliminate them all.  No witnesses.  No loose ends. 
 
    Varyon watched with killer instinct as the strange group of adepts made their way into the chamber, unaware of his presence due to his suppressed spirit aura.  He studied them as they engaged the drake... a trio of 3rd ranked spiriteka’s and a pair of spirins.  A formidable team, but nothing he couldn’t handle to be sure. 
 
    The Assassin remained still as the battle played out, watching as the adepts spread themselves thin while combating the beast.  He waited until they were spread out, until their focus was entirely on the weakening drake... 
 
    Then he launched his attack. 
 
    Varyon dashed across the icy floor, creating a field of temporal energy around his body as he focused another sphere of energy into his palm.  His first target was the spear-wielder, the strongest of the group.  He would eliminate her quickly, then pick off the others with ease. 
 
    The temporal adept lunged at his target, anticipating a quick and decisive kill... then something unexpected happened.  Appearing from the beneath the belly of the drake was one of the group’s spirins, a man with no right to stand against him.   
 
    Varyon brushed the man off as a minor inconvenience... he’d dispose of this first ranked adept once he was done with their leader.  Channeling his aura, Varyon sent a pulse of temporal energy at the newcomer, just enough spirit energy to slow the man’s movements to a crawl.  He turned his attention back to the spear-wielding woman and took aim.  He reached for her back.... and then he got hit. 
 
    The incoming spirin broke through his temporal field and smashed into him with a spiraling ball of energy, sending him spinning back towards the cavern’s wall. The attack wasn’t strong enough to deal any considerable amount of damage, but the fact that he reached him was certainly a cause for concern.  How? he thought to himself, furious for allowing a mere spirin to lay hands on him.  
 
    Varyon took a quick gaze at the man’s spirit aura and his question was quickly answered.  That dog that attacked him possessed an aura made entirely of void energy.  Like water to flame, void energy acted as a counter to temporal energy due to Its dense and refined nature.  The strength of a temporal aura was its ability to slow other objects and energies in its presence, granting the user a perceived speed and strength advantage.  Void energy, however, was able to cut through temporal fields like a blade through soft flesh. 
 
    Varyon narrowed his eyes at the void adept as he wiped the frost off his tunic.  He wasn’t going to let that happen again.  Perhaps he would have to kill this one first. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy looked on with disbelief as his void spiral sent Varyon spinning into a wall of ice, its black-violet energy tearing through the man’s temporal field.  “Holy shit…” Roy muttered.  This man was a supposed rank 4... had he dispatched a rank 4 adept? 
 
    The answer was no.  Not even close.  
 
    Leila broke off her assault on the drake and joined Roy’s side, standing vigilant as Varyon peeled himself off the wall and eyed them with a look of malice.  “Rem, Quinn, Kimoura, you finish off the drake!  I’ll deal with our guest!” she growled out her orders as wind aura swirled around her body, her spear coursing with spirit energy as she pointed its tip at Varyon.  Glancing over to Roy, she said “Don’t get close or you’ll be dead before you finish a breath,” then she nudged the man back as if to protect him.  Roy took a step forward in defiance and began channeling aura of his own.  There was no way in hell he was staying out of this. 
 
    Roy could hear Remley’s taunts at his back as his companion led the drake towards the far end of the chamber, begrudgingly following Leila’s orders.  That left Leila, Varyon and himself, along with a cloud of tension so thick you could taste it. 
 
    Varyon showed no emotion as he made a slow, measured approach towards the pair.  His aura, no longer concealed, swirled around his body like a translucent blue globe.  Oddly, he held no weapons and carried none on his person, but somehow Roy knew this man was by far the deadliest one in the cavern.  Varyon paused, briefly meeting the gazes of Roy and Leila before uttering a single, powerful world.  “Die.” 
 
    Roy tensed as the temporal adept launched himself in their direction, moving with precision as his boots danced across the icy stone.  Leila and Roy leaped forward to meet his charge in a simultaneous motion, channeling aura of their own as they approached their foe.  Leila reached Varyon a second before Roy, digging her heels in and jabbing her spear forward directly at the man’s chest.  Her movements slowed as her weapon entered Varyon’s temporal field, but she’d had anticipated that.  Digging in with her heels, she set her stance and unleashed a torrent of wind lances at point blank range. 
 
    Varyon didn’t slow, ducking a pair of wind lances and absorbing another two on the shoulder before delivering a swift, powerful kick to Leila’s midsection.  The woman went skidding back across the ice, her face twisted in pain. 
 
    Roy was only a second behind, launching himself at Varyon as another dark spiral formed in his palm.  He thrust his attack forward, aiming directly at the man’s scarred face.  Perhaps if he struck him with a direct hit then he could do some serious damage. 
 
    Or perhaps not. 
 
    Even without the use of his temporal aura, Varyon was deadly fast.  With a quick pivot, he dodged Roy’s technique before reaching in and snatching the police baton off Roy’s belt.  His other hand slammed into Roy’s diaphragm, an open palm that forced the air out of the void adept’s lungs, dissipated his technique and quite possibly cracked a rib.   
 
    As Roy dropped to a knee, Varyon raised the baton over his head and took aim at his forehead.  That bastard... he was going to kill Roy with his own weapon! 
 
    Suddenly, Leila returned as the strike came down, her spear barely intercepting Varyon’s blow as she thrust it forward, sparks spraying Roy across the face.   
 
    “Pest!” Varyon spat as he changed direction and backhanded Leila with the baton, staggering her and drawing a line of blood on her cheek.  Roy swallowed his pain and lunged forward, using the brief distraction to slam his fist into Varyon’s chest.  The assassin grunted, mostly unaffected by the strike then returned with one of his own.  Drawing aura into the stolen baton, Varyon swung the weapon at Roy with the velocity of a speeding bullet. 
 
    Then Roy saw black. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Leila watched in horror as the Assassin slammed his stolen weapon into Roy’s torso, sending the adept’s body soaring through the air before it smashed through the block of ice at the room’s center.  She could still feel his aura which meant the blow hadn’t killed him, but he likely wouldn’t be rising any time soon. 
 
    Leila turned her gaze back to the assassin, spear clutched impossibly tight in her hands.  She recognized this man, this killer from the shadows.  Rumors had surfaced recently among the other dungeoneering guilds, rumors of a guild operating from the shadows, hunting down adepts and leaving their bodies to rot on dungeon floors as they hoarded divine relics for themselves.  Accompanied by each of these rumors was word of a man with a black spider tattoo on his body, the same tattoo that this Assassin wore on his forearm.  This bastard was here to kill them and steal the relic... well, she’d be damned if she let that happen. 
 
    With a turn and a step, the Assassin was on her again, Roy’s stolen baton glowing in his hand.  She fell into her feather dance technique almost instantly, leaping into the air as the man’s temporal field threatened to swallow her up.  If she let herself get caught in his aura again then she’d be slower than an ash slug, and then dead shortly after that.  No, if Leila wanted to survive then she needed to keep her distance... but then how could she win?   
 
    She pondered that question for the briefest of seconds, a question she had no answer for.  Then her feet hit the ground and the Assassin charged. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kimoura stood on the back of the rampaging ice drake, maintaining perfect balance as she channeled every bit of spirit energy she had into her fist.   At her feet, dark spirit energy leaked out of the many cracks in the drake’s scaly back, a sign that she was close to breaking through. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw Leila and Roy do battle with the Assassin.  She wanted so badly to leap in and help them, her group’s fearless leader that she admired so dearly and this newcomer that had caught her eye.  She could feel the struggle in their spirits as they fought against the fourth-ranked spiriteka.  The chances of just the two of them overcoming someone of fourth rank was slim, even if Leila was approaching the peak of third rank.  Each adept ranking was nearly twice as strong as the rank before it, and some of the more pivotal rank increases were greater than that.  She was going to need the help of the other sky wolves, and soon. 
 
    “Quinn, over under!” Kimoura yelled, drawing a nod from the earth adept.  A second later, the man slid beneath the ice drake, channeling his aura into the bone blade he held gripped in both hands.  Kimoura poured all of her focus, all of her energy into her open palm, causing her wrappings to glow hot white.  She envisioned the teachings of her former master Lu Zahn, the monk of the platinum lotus.  She channeled his teachings, drawing the last bit of spirit energy into her hand then unleashed the strongest technique in her arsenal... the iron lotus. 
 
    Kimoura’s fist smashed through the drake’s icy scales, her spirit energy blasting a hole in the creature’s back as if a small meteor had struck the beast.  This technique, the iron lotus, was the first milestone of her master’s teachings.  It was a blow meant shatter barriers, to tear down defenses, and in this case blow giant holes through her enemies.  It also left her body drained and her aura trembling due to the amount of spirit energy she had to use. 
 
    Just as Kimoura landed her iron lotus, Quinn unleashed a technique of his own.  Reinforcing his arms with thick, spiky bone-plates, he forced his bone blade upwards, channeling spirit energy into the weapon’s tip.  The weapon stabbed into the drake’s belly, and coupled with Kimoura’s assault from above, was enough to tear the darkbeast in two. 
 
    The creature let out a final pained roar as it collapsed onto the stone, its blood and innards spilling over Quinn like a river of gore.  Kimoura leaped from the drake’s back and landed in a crouch on the icy stone, her body drained of its spirit energy.  She was exhausted, and her body wanted more than anything to rest, to recharge.  But she couldn’t, she refused.  Leila needed her. 
 
    Running on little more than grit, Kimoura rose to her feet as the drake’s massive soul essence rose from its body and drifted into the air, a prize waiting to be claimed by the battle’s victor.  Her eyes transfixed on the Assassin and she watched in horror as the man delivered a devastating blow to Roy then turned his attention to Leila.  She thought to scream, to try and drag the man’s attention towards her.  But before she could make a sound Remley dashed by her like a blur, flame aura dancing across his blade. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley dashed towards the assassin at a furious pace, launching a trio of fireballs at the man as he battered Leila with his stolen baton.  The flaming orbs slowed as they entered the man’s temporal field, giving the assassin just enough time to dodge.  The killer immediately turned his gaze to Remley and launched a web of pure spirit energy from his hand.  Rem didn’t slow, slicing away the web with his blade as he entered the assassin’s temporal field, eyes blazing with fire aura.  He knew getting close to this man was dangerous.  The way this man’s skill set was built was a trap within itself... get too close and his aura would snare you. Stay back and he’d dodge your attack’s then snare you with his web.  Either way, you’d be helpless against his assault. 
 
    Rem grimaced as he entered the temporal field and waves of energy crashed into his spirit, slowing his movements as if time itself had stopped.  The assassin raised his weapon and took aim at Remley’s face...  but Rem just grinned. 
 
    Before Varyon could land his blow, Remley revealed a fourth ball of fire spinning in his hand, flickering between his fingers like a drop of sunlight.   Before the assassin could react, Remley sent a pulse of spirit energy into the fireball, causing it to explode and fill the temporal field with flames that grew too fast to be slowed.   
 
    Varyon growled in anger as he dismissed his temporal field and leaped away, barely avoiding the bite of Remley’s flames.  As he landed, Leila launched a pair of wind lances at the man, slicing the assassin’s tunic and drawing a line of blood on his chest. 
 
    Before Varyon could right himself, Quinn leaped into the fray, firing an ivory spike from his forearm that found its mark in the assassin’s thigh.  Remley couldn’t suppress his grin as he and his companions began to overwhelm their scarred attacker. Taking down a rank 4 adept was no small feat, especially with Kimoura completely drained and Roy seemingly out of commission.  
 
    Feeling a surge of confidence, Remley hoisted his blade into the air and launched his assault anew.  If he could land a quick slash across the neck, then perhaps he could put the assassin down before he had a chance to regroup.  Unfortunately, Remley never got that far.  
 
    Varyon, now surrounded by the Sky Wolves, let out a shout that almost sounded primordial in nature.  A second later a temporal field exploded from his body, rippling across the stone so fast that it created a ring of icy dust.  
 
    A feeling of dread washed over Remley as the temporal field passed over him, bringing his nimble body to a sudden halt.  He didn’t have a fireball hiding in his back pocket this time, or enough spirit energy to force his way out.  No, he and his companions once on the cusp of victory, were now at the mercy of the assassin in black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Intense pain shot through Roy’s body as he woke to something nudging at his side.  Slowly his eyelids peeled open and he found himself lying in a bed of shattered ice, a glittering cloud of soul essence floating in the air above him.  He ignored the nudging and rolled his head to the side, trying to get a grip on the spirit energy he could feel swelling around him.  Some of it was from the fight that was playing out in the distance.  His companions, the Sky Wolves were still doing battle with Varyon... and by the looks of it they weren’t doing well.   
 
    From what he could tell, Remley and the others were trapped in a bubble of translucent blue energy, barely able to move.   Not only that, but the assassin looked to be heading straight towards Remley with his own baton in his hand.  Dammit, he couldn’t let this happen to them... he couldn’t! 
 
    Roy placed his hand on the broken ice and tried to prop himself up, only to feel a wave of pain wash over his body.  It felt like his very spirit itself was aching from the blow that damn assassin had dealt him. 
 
    “Damn you!” Roy growled in frustration, just as angry at himself as he was at Varyon.  He hated this feeling of weakness... hated it!  Another nudge at his side nearly set him over the edge and he turned his head and yelled “what?!” 
 
    A sudden feeling of remorse washed over Roy as he noticed that the nudging was coming from the cryofox pup that had made its way to his side.  Its eyes were like tiny crystals staring up at him, urging him to rise to his feet. 
 
    Roy reached a hand out to touch the little ice beast, but the creature re-directed him, pressing his wrist to the side.  It was then that he saw it...   Lying next to Roy in the bed of broken ice was the relic that they had so desperately fought for, a sword exhuming an intense amount of spiritual energy.   The blade was short and jagged and looked as though it had been carved from pure sapphire.  The hilt was wrapped in some sort of leathery material that remained untarnished by the cold, and the end of the hilt sported a dragon’s head carved of white steel.   
 
    The cryofox nudged him forward again as if urging him to reach out and grab it.  Roy opened his palm, felt the energy of the weapon pulling him in.  He hesitated for the briefest of seconds, his hand hovering above the blade.  Then he heard a cry of pain in the distance and promptly grabbed onto the sword. 
 
    Waves of spirit energy assaulted Roy’s body as his finger’s wrapped around the weapon’s hilt.  The material felt soft on his cold skin, but that sensation quickly left him as his mind drifted to somewhere else. 
 
    Suddenly, Roy was no longer lying in a pile of icy rubble.  No, he now found himself standing on the edge of a battle-ravaged ravine.  Below, thousands of men in obsidian-colored suits of armor approached from the west, a weapon held every single pair of hands.   
 
    Roy shuddered as the army of soldiers began to march in his direction, the sounds of their boots loud enough to drown out thunder.  His first instinct was to flee, but before he moved, he noticed another presence on the ravine’s edge.  Standing nearby stood a tower of a man with fair skin, crystalline blue eyes, and spiky white hair.  His features were sharp and angular, and patches of his smooth skin bore sparkling draconic scales.  Where the man’s hands should have been were instead a pair of curved dragon claws, one of them gripping that same sapphire blade. 
 
    The dragon man turned to Roy and gave a brief nod, then calmly returned his gaze to the approaching army and raised his blade into the air.  The army grew louder as their march devolved into a stampede of flesh and steel.  They were closing in fast... and yet the draconic man stood firm. 
 
    With an unsettling calmness, he tightened his grip on the blade and swung it at the approaching horde.  A massive wave of icy blue energy erupted from the blade, growing in size and strength as it cascaded over the ravine.   
 
    Roy watched in shock as the wave of energy took the form of a mighty winter storm, engulfing the army as it slowly made its way over each and every soul that stood below.  It was over in seconds and all that remained afterward was a glittering field of jagged ice.  Roy could even spot frozen limbs and weapons jutting out from the icy field, though it was apparent that not a single soul had survived. 
 
    Satisfied with the outcome, the draconic man turned and took measure of Roy, his crystalline eyes flickering in the light of the worldstar.  It was almost as if they were gems carefully concealing the man’s inner fury. 
 
    Without words, he reached out and offered Roy the blade, the weapon that he’d just watch decimate an entire army.  That was the type of power he needed, the strength to fend off anything this crazy dangerous world had to offer.  He hated to admit it but he almost craved it. 
 
    Without consideration, Roy reached forward and accepted the gift, willfully pulling it into his grasp  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy’s eyes flickered open and he found himself on the floor of the cavern once more, his body tender and his spirit aching.  It felt like he been gone for some time, but from what he could tell less than a second had passed.  It was as if he was in some sort of dream... No, not a dream.  A borrowed memory. 
 
    Suddenly a screen appeared in Roy’s vision as he realized his hand was still resting on the sapphire blade. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Cipherion’s Tooth 
 
    Relic of the 2nd Age 
 
      
 
    History:  This weapon once belonged to the blue dragon Alzon, son of the mighty dragon-god Cipherion.  It was forged from the purest ice crystal deep in Eon’s legendary frost pits and blessed by Cipherion’s entire sect of high priests. 
 
    Divine Power:  If extracted, the weapon contains the power Deep Freeze. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Remley’s cry quickly brought Roy to attention as he turned to see the assassin strike him on the head with his baton.   Blood slowly began to run from a fresh cut in the fire adept’s head, though the temporal aura made it spill impossibly slow. Dammit, they needed him... and this time he wouldn’t be deterred. 
 
    Fighting against the pain, Roy rose to his feet and hoisted cipherion’s tooth into the air.  A shot of icy cold energy suddenly coursed through his veins, running along his spirit channels and filling him with a power that felt like liquified rage.  Icy blue lines began to form on his skin, starting at his sword hand and climbing up his arm before coming to a stop at his right eye. 
 
    He trembled, barely able to control the power reverberating through the sapphire blade.  Redoubling his grip, Roy centered his gaze on the battle in front of him, on his battered party and that damned assassin who’d nearly taken his life.  Then, mustering everything that he had left, Roy swung cipherion’s tooth. 
 
    An icy blue wave of energy rippled from the blade, cascading over the surface of the cavern as it picked up speed.  The wave wasn’t nearly as impressive as the attack the draconic man had unleashed but when it hit the assassin, it certainly did its job. 
 
    Frost began to form over Varyon’s body, penetrating his temporal field and stopping the man from so much as moving.  Tiny slivers of ice solidified on the man’s torso and limbs, blooming into the shape of icy blossoms.  It was almost beautiful in a deadly sort of way. 
 
    Remley let out a sigh of relief as the assassin’s attack froze mid-strike, wavering just inches from his already bloodied face.  A second later his grin returned as he met eyes with Varyon. 
 
    Filled with rage, the assassin mustered enough strength to move his lips, to utter a single phrase. “I. Will.  Kill. You.  For.  This!” 
 
    “Pity,” Remley quipped, carefully wiping the blood away from his eyes.  Then, not wasting another second, he promptly raised his sword and shoved it through Varyon’s heart. 
 
    It was Roy’s turn to grin as he watched the assassin’s icy corpse collapse onto the stone.  He wished he could’ve seen the look on Leila’s face, but the way she had positioned herself in battle had left her back to him.  He wanted to ask her smug face if he’d proven his worth yet... but he couldn’t.  Instead, the sapphire blade fell to the ground as his muscles gave way and he collapsed face first into the ice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    A Dragon’s Preparations 
 
      
 
    The realm of Eon, location unknown 
 
      
 
    A ring of dust and debris cascaded across the ground as Zekefreid the Sky Shadow propelled himself into Eon’s darkening sky.  Flight had always been his favorite technique, though most adepts assumed it was a skill exclusive to those with wind auras.  He, however, was quick to prove them wrong.   
 
    Another pulse of void energy sent Zekefreid propelling past the clouds and into the upper layers of the atmosphere where the air grew thin as sparse.  He was certain that another pulse would launch himself into the edge of space itself, but that wasn’t necessary, not when his destination was so close.  Zeke sent out another pulse of void energy, this time activating a hidden door that seemed to open up a hole in the very sky itself.  Zekefreid passed through the circular portal, disappearing from view as the doorway vanished into nothingness and the sky returned to its normal state.  Alas, he was home. 
 
    Zekefreid’s feet found purchase on the smooth, stone floor of his lair.  Large columns decorated the room, each of them carved with shelves that held infinitely valuable treasures on display.  Above him, the ceiling seemed to stretch into infinite, glittering blackness, as if he were gazing into a perfect starry night.  This place, this little haven of his always brought him a sense of calmness.  It was one of the few places on Eon free of the dreaded veil and those disgusting darkbeasts.  Not only that, but he had a personal laboratory, expansive training grounds, and even a small cache of divine weapons and tools.  It was nearly perfect... well, except for the fact that he also had a roommate. 
 
    Zekefreid took his time, waking down a long, starlit hallway as he passed by a number of black steel doors before finally reaching the main chamber.  It was there that he sat... well, he wasn’t really sitting.  The man hovered a foot above the ground, eyes closed, legs crossed and palms open.  He wore loose-fitting robes that looked like black starlight and had short, spiky silver hair that matched his tiny beard.  Though the man was roughly eight feet tall, the shadow cast behind him was one of a massive, mighty dragon.  Zekefreid stood in the presence of Bahamut, the Grand Dragon-God... his roommate, so to speak. 
 
    Zekefreid carefully entered the room and approached the dragon-god, moving in silence as if he were entering the room of a sleeping child.  That was more from habit though than anything else.  The dragon-god could sense him from miles away, his power so vast that he could pluck Zekefreid’s spirit out of an endless sea of souls. That was just one of the drawbacks of being a God’s herald... or maybe it was an advantage.  He wasn’t really sure. 
 
    Suddenly Bahamut twitched, drawing in a breath that felt like the pull of a black hole.  Even the subtle movements of a god were enough to cause widespread destruction, and Zekefreid had to brace himself just to keep his soul from being sucked out of his body.  Then with a steady and even tone, Bahamut spoke. 
 
    “You’ve been gone quite a long time, my herald,” the dragon-god said, his voice somehow both soft and thunderous.  It was as if the words carried with them an invisible thunderstorm that came to life once they reached Zeke’s ears.  In fact, if Zekefreid wasn’t as strong as he was, then he was certain that his head may have exploded. 
 
    “Many apologies my lord, strongest of the dragon gods and ruler of the stars, skies, and all that he surveys,” Zeke wasn’t certain showering Bahamut in praise every time they spoke was necessary, but he didn’t really want to find out what would happen if he didn’t.  He was still new to this herald thing, after all.  “I was merely doing as you instructed.” 
 
    One of Bahamut’s eyelids cracked open in the slightest, revealing an eye that resembled a tiny marble-sized galaxy.  “How many?” 
 
    Zekefreid motioned as if he were counting on his fingers.  “I tracked down seventeen newcomers from earth realm, as well as a handful of others from Valion, a few from Aetheria and a pair from the realm of Sunder.” 
 
    The dragon-god made the slightest of nods.  “Do you foresee any future candidates for ascension?” 
 
    Zekefreid placed a hand on his chin. A few of the humans had really impressed him, and the ones from Sunder were even more fearsome.  “Perhaps... but it’s a bit too early to tell.” Zeke paused, then gazed at the god.  “My lord, if I may ask... why are you dragging all these poor souls here from their home realms.  If you seek to strengthen your sect of disciples, there are plenty of capable adepts already here on Eon.” 
 
    This time both of Bahamut’s eyes snapped open and Zekefreid felt an immense weight pressing him down.  It was rare that a god was questioned for his actions and even rarer that the person survived the ordeal.  “Each day the dark influence of my brothers extends farther into the realm.  Their agents of chaos continue to weaken structures that have been put in place since the second age.  They strike out and hide behind the guise of that forsaken veil.  At this point, their favor has grown stronger than my own... it’s as if they mock me, and I am the damned king of dragons!”  Bahamut’s roar caused the interplanar structure to shake so violently that Zeke was afraid he’d be destroyed on the spot. “It is unfortunate, but their insight has grown too strong.  If I am to bring this realm back from the brink, then I need to... search for paths to victory through more unconventional means.  These newcomers, these warriors handpicked from across the cosmos offer us that chance... the chance to surprise the enemy... and you my herald, will ensure that they’re sent forth in the right direction.” 
 
    Zekefreid nodded, though the whole thing had him feeling a little uneasy.  Fighting to earn back the favor of your realm was one thing, but using warriors plucked out of time and space to do so?  It all seemed a bit... contradictory. 
 
    Bahamut let a soft growl come out of his human mouth.  “You know that I can hear your thoughts, don’t you?  Heh… and you are the one chosen to walk the realm in my image,” Bahamut shook his head. 
 
    Zeke shrugged.  “I suppose that makes things a bit awkward.” he never really signed up to be the herald of a god.  Sure, he’d once been a young genius hungry on the path to ascension, but he liked working for himself.  The fact that the dragon god had chosen him was a sure sign that pickings were slim. 
 
    Finally, Bahamut ended his meditation cycle and rose to his feet, towering over Zekefreid in both body and spirit.  “Your views are short-sighted, my herald.  There are many powerful souls left on Eon.  Together, with this new group chosen warriors, we will build a sect powerful enough to bring order back to the realm.” 
 
    “And then?” Zeke asked, taking the god dragon’s side.   
 
    “And then, we prepare... bringing order to Eon is just a stepping stone.  A shadow has begun to make its way across the cosmos, and we must be ready.” 
 
    Slowly, Bahamut rose into the air once more and resumed his meditation, alleviating some of the pressure in the room.  Zekefreid just sighed.  Perhaps, if the gods hadn’t forged some sort of ancient contract to prevent them from directly meddling in human affairs, then he wouldn’t have to do so much heavy lifting. 
 
    Or maybe, he just needed a new job. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Water began to pool in the lowest chambers of icerock dungeon as its massive walls of ice began to melt into crystal-clear liquid.  Now that cipherion’s tooth had been removed, the unnatural coldness of the dungeon was quickly receding and the remaining darkbeasts were heading out into the night, searching for new sources of spirit energy to draw on. 
 
    In a small pool of water in the dungeon’s deepest chamber, something began to stir.  Rising from the ice-cold water was a man in black adept’s attire and a vertical scar across his pale face... Varyon Risen. 
 
    As the assassin stood a shadowy apparition swirled around his body, taking the form of a faceless man with unnaturally long arms and wisps of smoky aura where its legs should have been.  This was Varyon’s divine power, his ability taken from the gods themselves... the power of the undying wraith. 
 
    Extracted from a relic of a shadow god, the undying wraith gave Varyon the ability to cheat death.  It was an immeasurably strong divine power, but it didn’t come without a price.  Each time Varyon used the power to cheat death, the wraith would appear to take a piece of his soul as payment.  One day, when he had no more soul to give, the wraith would drag him to underworld.... that is, unless he was strong enough to turn it away.   
 
    The wraith hovered around him in silence, studying him with hollow eyes.  Then without warning, it plunged its hands into his chest and ripped away a piece of his soul.  Varyon grunted in pain as the creature cradled the soul shard in its hands, a glowing piece of blue energy that represented a portion of his life, his humanity.  Then, as it had before, the wraith sunk into the ground, returning to its realm of the dead. 
 
    Varyon stared at the creature in disgust until it finally disappeared from view, then promptly climbed out of the icy pool.  Hesitantly, he reached his hand into his tunic and produced a large, crystalline orb.  It was a fragment of his soul, a piece of him taken during his first bonding with the wraith.  As part of the creature’s pact, it afforded Varyon this small memento, a token of remembrance from his first rebirth.  It was as if the creature was taunting him, allowing him to carry a piece of his soul that he could never actually get back… 
 
    After adjusting his tunic and returning the item to the safety of his pocket, he ran his fingers over the fresh scar on his chest.  This was the third time he’d used this ability.  The first had left a vertical slash across his face (an act that had taken his memory) and the second a scar at the base of his spine.  He wasn’t even certain how many more uses he had left... but he couldn’t think about that, not now.  Something strange was going on inside the man’s head. 
 
    Varyon winced as pain flooded his temples and placed a hand on either side of his head.  Typically, when Varyon was brought back by the Wraith he’d be hit with memories of his past lives, his past failings.  That is, each life except his first. 
 
    Now that was changing.  Something during his battle must’ve triggered something in his brain.  It was as if a dam had burst inside of his mind, releasing a flood of memories that he could barely identify as his.  Images of a guild hall made of steel, of elders cowering from approaching shadows, memories of the fire adept in the red coat standing by his side.  Had... had he known this man once before?  Had he been allies with his most recent killer? 
 
    Angry, confused and with a throbbing pain in his head, Varyon picked himself back up and began heading towards the chamber’s entrance.  The assassin scowled as he passed by scorch marks and sword gouges left in the stone.  He’d underestimated those dogs, had allowed them to get the better of him.  And that flame adept with the red coat and silver sword had been oh so cocky.  No matter, he would- 
 
    Pain assaulted Varyon’s temples again as another wave of memories came crashing in… images of himself standing amongst an honor guard, images of him sharing a meal with others in a great hall, the man in red seated at a table in the room’s center.  Varyon growled in frustration as the memories faded.  “What the hell does this mean?!” 
 
    Seconds later the memories faded again and Varyon’s nerves settled.  He’d been an assassin for The Spiders for every life that he could remember, but these strange memories alluded to something different.  Could there be more to his existence that he wasn’t told?  Perhaps this kill could wait until he found out more about- 
 
    Suddenly, dark aura began to swirl around Varyon’s feet, slowly rising to encapsulate his entire body in a cocoon of shadow.  He stood completely still as the inky shadows flowed over his eyes, his face, blocking out his senses and leaving the assassin in an empty void. 
 
    A lesser soul would’ve cried out in fear, but Varyon knew all too well what was happening.  This little dip into the shadow realm was merely a method of long-distance communication, one used by his Lord and guild leader... The Shadow Adept, Jeryn Blackstar. 
 
    “Lord Blackstar,” Varyon uttered, his voice firm despite being shaken just moments ago.   
 
    A pair of figures emerged from the shadow, spiritual projections that felt all too real to Varyon in the endless darkness of the void.  Each wore a tunic so black that they seemed to be woven from shadow themselves.  One of the men wore an eye patch across his face, concealing a scar given to him many moons ago.  He scowled at Varyon with such disdain that he was certain the man might reach through the void and strangle him.  That was Blackstar’s second in command. 
 
    Standing directly in front of Varyon was Jeryn Blackstar himself.  The man’s eyes were black like his shadowy attire, a stark contrast to his long, white hair that fell loosely at his shoulders.  “You’ve failed me,” Blackstar growled.  “You’ve failed the guild.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Varyon replied, dropping to a knee and bowing low to his lord.  “The group I encountered was surprisingly resourceful, and I was caught off guard.  It will not happen again.” 
 
    Blackstar shook his head in displeasure, causing the shadows around him to ripple like water.  “Pathetic…” Blackstar uttered.  “I should leave you to rot.”  The man let those words linger for a moment before continuing.  “You know what you must do.  Hunt them down.  Kill anyone they’ve spoken to and bring the relic back to me!” Blackstar’s voice rose to a crescendo as he spoke, causing Varyon to take a step back.  After the shadows settled and his nerves calmed, the man finally uttered, “now go.” 
 
    “Wait!” Varyon pleaded, drawing a wide-eyed look from his guild leader.  “If I may, my lord… I have a question.” 
 
    Blackstar let out a prolonged sigh.  “Speak…” 
 
    “What do you know of my first life, my lord?  Before I was taken by the Wraith?” 
 
    Blackstar’s eyes went wide, then quickly narrowed as his face formed into a scowl.  “Damned fool, you know the answer!  Your mother was an assassin.  You were born into the thousand-legged spiders and raised to become the assassin that you are today.  During an attack on a rival guild you were slain, and I used the wraith to revive you as an act of mercy… an act that I now begin to regret!” 
 
    “I am sorry, Lord Blackstar,” Varyon replied, averting his gaze to the ground to hide his scowl.  Seconds later the shadowy void began to fade, and Blackstar’s spiritual projection started to fade into essence.  “Do not fail me, Varyon,” he beckoned as the last remains of him dissipated.  “Or even the wraith won’t be able to save you…” 
 
    In a breath, Varyon was once again alone in the chamber, save for the chill wind and darkbeast corpses littered across the stone.  Normally, he would’ve charged out of the cavern without hesitation and chased down his targets with merciless precision, but something had brought him pause, a slight shift he’ noticed in Blackstar’s demeanor.   
 
    The shadowy Lord of Spiders had insisted that Varyon finish his mission, but he needed answers first.  For there was one thing he was certain of that had the assassin unsettled… 
 
    Blackstar had lied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The Thunder Adept, Zion Sho 
 
      
 
    The outskirts of Atherune City, Eon 
 
      
 
    The light of the worldstar was waning when the Sky Wolves finally returned to Atherune City, the veil licking at their heels.  It was quiet in town, save for the Jade guards that continued to patrol the streets.  Oddly, they had given the sky wolves more than a bit of attention upon their return, but Remley managed to stave them off with a bit of overbearing charm.  Roy, having completely drained both his body and spirit, slipped in and out of consciousness as he rode atop Quinn’s broad shoulders. 
 
    When they finally arrived back at their simple home on the city’s edge, Roy was able to fully drift back off into the blackness.  He wasn’t even certain how long he was out, but every second that he rested did wonders for his spirit, rejuvenating his void aura with every pulse through to his empty channels.  It was as if his body was an empty lake slowly filling with rainwater after months of drought.  
 
    Roy was certain that he could’ve slept for days after the battle in icerock dungeon, and he very well may have... that is if that damn nudging hadn’t returned.  Slowly, Roy peeled his eyelids open, half expecting to see a cryofox pup sitting on his chest.  Instead, he was greeted by a far more beautiful sight.   
 
    “Feeling better?”  Kimoura asked, her face hovering just inches from Roy’s.  Locks of her greenish-blue hair hung down in his face and for the first time he noticed that her nose and cheeks were littered with tiny brown freckles. 
 
    “I think,” Roy grunted, giving her a half-hearted smile.  He would’ve sat up, but he quickly realized that the woman was sitting on his chest.  “I probably could’ve used a bit more sleep though.” 
 
    She shrugged, all the while her gaze remained locked on his.  She almost looked like she wanted to ask him something.  Finally she blurted out, “Roy, have you ever hear of kindred spirits?” 
 
    “Actually, yes,” he replied.  “Though, in my realm I doubt it’s quite as literal as it is here.” 
 
    Kimoura began nervously chewing on the bottom of her lip.  “Its just… well, this feeling I’ve had when our spirits meet.  Its like…” the woman trailed off as if she was waiting for him to respond. 
 
    Roy stared back at her, knowing exactly what she meant but unable to reply.  Was it fear that was holding him back?  Or feelings of guilt about a marriage long past?  He tried to sort his feelings, the lingering silence became awkward and Kimoura quickly moved to her feet.  Damnit Roy, you idiot! 
 
    “Sorry.  We should probably get going anyways,” Kimoura said, errantly sliding a hand down to his waist and making his cheeks instantly go red. 
 
    “W-why?” Roy managed to choke out. 
 
    “Because,” she replied in an oddly cheery tone.  “Leila wants to speak with you.” 
 
    Roy stared at her for a long, hard minute trying to decide if he should ignore that request and go back to bed.  Then with a roll of his eyes, he rose and headed towards the door. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments later, Roy joined the others at the center of their small home, Kimoura at his side and his cryofox pup following closely behind.  He was actually feeling quite rejuvenated now that he was up, but apparently, that wasn’t just from rest.  From what Kimoura had told him, Remley had slipped him a pill-shaped elixir as they exited the dungeon.  According to her, it was a pill of regrowth... an item used to not only regenerate one’s spirit aura but to bolster its strength in the process.  Roy had to wonder if Remley was secretly wealthy, what with the way he kept throwing these items at him. 
 
    As he entered the room, Roy found Quinn, Remley, and Leila having a discussion at the center table.  They still looked rough from their recent dungeon dive, though none of them seemed to have any debilitating wounds. More importantly, their spirit auras looked to be burning bright once more.  Just how many pills did Remley have? 
 
    “Roy Boy!  Finally awake I see,” Remley said with a grin as Roy approached.  Leila gave him a passive scowl and Quinn gnawed on his reed, muscled forearms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “Yeah,” Roy said passively.  “Best five minutes of sleep I’ve ever had in my life.” 
 
    Remley chuckled, but Leila gave him a sharp glance. “Have a seat,” she said, motioning to an empty chair next to Rem.  As Roy sat, the cryofox pup gleefully jumped into his lap, its icy blue eyes staring up at him with innocent joy.   
 
    “We need to talk,” Leila continued, and he felt as if her piercing gaze was looking past his flesh and into his very spirit.  
 
    “Fine,” Roy replied, throwing in a little snark of his own. As he sat, he felt his baton knock against the wood of his chair.  At least that weapon had been returned to him, but what of that sword?  A second later he spied the weapon propped up in the corner, its blade wrapped tightly in thick woven cloth and secured with three separate black cords.   
 
    His first instinct was to stand up and demand the weapon back, but he quickly tamed his flaring aura and gained control of himself.  They were a team after all, and the weapon was supposed to fund them for months.  Asking for it now would be a slap in the face to everything Remley had done for him...  And besides, he could still feel a bit of the sword’s divine power resonating in his body, could see it in the strange blue markings permanently etched into his arm. 
 
    Leila’s voice pulled him out of his thoughts. “What... are you?” she said, eyeing him with a scrupulous gaze. 
 
    What kind of question was that?  Roy sighed, realizing she wanted answers on his recent acquisition of abilities.  He probably owed her an explanation, but why did she always have to be so damn serious and forthcoming? 
 
    The room fell silent as Roy and Leila exchanged looks, as he tried to understand exactly what she was asking.  “What... am I?  I’m a human... or at least as much of one as I can be.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean!” she snapped back.  “You appear out of nowhere, you learn abilities that should take months to master with little to no training.  You drew in soul essence while you were unconscious. Hell, you even managed to absorb divine energy from a blade without so much as blinking!  I need to know... what are you, Roy?” 
 
    Roy’s expression tightened as he felt all eyes fall on him.  Slowly, he turned his gaze to Remley who gave him a nod of encouragement.  Then he looked back at Leila, and after taking a deep breath, he told her everything. 
 
    Roy started from the beginning with his last day on earth and the strange eyes that followed him everywhere.  He told them of his subsequent death and rebirth, and of his first encounters with the darkbeasts.  Then he told them about Zekefreid and he was certain their jaws would fall off. 
 
    “You were in the presence of a fifteenth ranked adept?” Quinn interrupted as he sat up in his chair.  “That’s Saint level power.  Nobody in these territories are that strong.  Why, he could’ve had the entire damn city of Artherune bowing at his feet.” 
 
    Roy just shrugged.  After all, he really hadn’t known the difference when it happened, other than the man was strong enough to save his life.  After a few moments of debate, the void adept continued his tale, explaining everything that happened up to the point when they entered the dungeon.  At Leila’s request, he went into particular detail about his spirit scan and the obvious advantages that it brought.   
 
    Leila grimaced.  “Why in the hell did the gods smile on an unwitting bastard like you?  If I had that spirit scan of yours then I’d be rivaling the power of the sacred seven, not fighting for scraps with the rest of us.” 
 
    Roy narrowed his eyes at her as Remley stifled a laugh. He began to open his mouth but before he could rebuke her claim, Kimoura stepped in, her light aura flaring.  “Ya know, maybe you're wrong about him.  Maybe someday he will be standing with the gods and you’ll be the one groveling,” she took a deep breath and shook her fists before uttering, “Just because you’re in charge doesn’t mean you have to be such a damn jerk all the time!” 
 
    The room fell silent as all eyes turned to Kimoura.  She had always seemed so bubbly and agreeable that her little outburst came as quite a shock, especially to their fearless leader.  In fact, Roy was almost jealous of the look of shock she’d put on Leila’s face.  But more importantly... did she really feel that way about him?  Now he felt like even more of a fool for botching their moment earlier. 
 
    “Perhaps we should all get some rest,” Remley interjected, a tinge of unease in his voice. 
 
    “Not yet,” Leila said as her gaze lingered on Kimoura.  They stared silently at one another for several seconds before Leila finally snapped her gaze at Roy.  “First, I want to see how he works.” 
 
    Roy looked to Kimoura, then Remley, then finally back to Leila who now stood with her arms crossed.  “Fine,” Roy replied.  “But bring the adept’s manuals,” he had a spirit scan that he was itching to use. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Moments later, Roy and the others met in a small clearing just behind their humble abode.  Roy and Remley faced each other in meditative positions... legs crossed, palms open and spirit auras flowing evenly through their bodies.  Leila and Quinn stood off to the side and quietly observed while Kimoura clutched the cryofox pup to her chest.   
 
    Remley spoke first.  “Alright Roy boy, first we need to refine that soul essence of yours... well, that and whatever else is churning around in there.”  
 
    Roy followed the flame adept’s instructions and began to fall into a state of calmness, pulling soul essence into his spirit.  He was utterly surprised by the amount of essence floating around inside him... it was as if he’d slain hundreds of darkbeasts rather than dozens.   
 
    “How...” is all he could mutter as his aura began refining the essence into spirit energy.  Seconds later, he felt something else inside of his body, a strange icy source of power that seemed to resonate from his arm. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Divine Essence 
 
    Soul essence extracted from a divine being or relic.  This essence is far more potent than regular soul essence and can be used to accelerate growth of one’s aura. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy marveled as the divine essence merged with his spirit.  His spirit scan must’ve helped him extract it from the relic during its brief use.  It swirled inside him, growing his aura from a gentle cloak of black-violet energy to a bright blaze that consumed his entire body.   
 
    As his aura settled and the last of the essence was refined, Roy could feel his body undergo a strange, almost metamorphic change.  His muscles tightened as his aura passed over them, hardening his body with the strength of stone.   
 
    To his amazement, Roy’s senses had sharpened as well... his sight, his hearing, it was all so refined.  It felt like he had the vision of a hawk and he was astounded by the sounds his ears were picking up from hundreds of paces away. 
 
    Finally, after several seconds of meditation, Roy felt his spirit aura settle back into its natural form.  Although it still covered his body like a cloak, he could feel a noticeable difference.  His spirit was stronger, more responsive, and his reserves of spirit energy had seemed to have doubled.  It was as if his aura itself had been reforged. 
 
    “Welcome to rank 2, my friend,” Remley said with a genuine grin, his own flame aura swirling around him in brilliant shades of orange and red.  
 
    “But... how?” Roy uttered again, completely confused by what had happened.  From what he’d learned, he needed the equivalent of nearly a hundred lesser soul essence to push himself to the next rank... and he sure as hell hadn’t acquired that.  Was divine essence really that powerful? 
 
    Remley chuckled.  “I told you that you were unique...  While the rest of us were cleaning up that mess with the assassin, your body absorbed the soul essence of the ice drake... likely with the help of that spirit scan of yours.  Not only that, but it was a greater soul essence, an essence far more potent than the ones you’d refined before.  That, along with the bit of divine essence you drained from the blade seemed to have been enough to push you to over the edge.  Congratulations!” 
 
    Roy marveled at the newfound power he felt in both his body and spirit.  It was as if he was once a dull blade now sharpened and reforged.  As he began to rise his spirit scan came to life. 
 
      
 
    ///////// 
 
    Adept rank 2 achieved 
 
    Physical strength has increased  
 
    Spirit aura has increased 
 
      
 
    Compiling data.... 
 
    Compiling... 
 
      
 
    A new technique is available in the void manual.  Would you like to upload? 
 
    ///////// 
 
      
 
    Roy paused for a second, considering.  Then speaking aloud, he asked “Is there a way for the others to see this too?” his spirit scan immediately reacted. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Activating visual component 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Roy’s eyes gleamed with a black-violet glow as his spirit scan projected itself in the space in front of him.  The others gasped as a large, glowing representation of the void manual appeared in front of Roy, its cover embedded with a glowing, violet gem. 
 
    “By Bahamut’s breath...” Leila muttered, her eyes transfixed to the spectacle.   
 
    Roy glanced her way then looked back at the manual and uttered “I’m ready.  Upload.” 
 
    The floating void manual began to flip open as information streamed directly into Roy’s brain, represented by a translucent wave of light.  His body seized up as the data filtered into his body and spirit, and for a second Kimoura was ready to rush in... but then it was over. 
 
    Roy fell to a knee as the void manual dissipated into essence and absorbed back into his body.  A screen then appeared in front of him. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Data uploaded 
 
    New Vanguard skill acquired: 
 
    Void Pulse 
 
    The vanguard creates a sphere of void energy that detonates on impact, pulling all nearby objects into its field with violent force. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Did... did you just learn that?” Leila asked, completely dumbfounded. 
 
    Roy grinned.  “Your damn right I did.  Don’t know if I like that name though,” the screen faded as another appeared. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Configuring data.... 
 
    Configuring.... 
 
      
 
    Vanguard skill: Void Pulse changed to Void Grenade. 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “That’s better,” Roy said, pleased with himself. 
 
    Leila rushed up to him and grabbed ahold of either shoulder.  “Do you have any idea what kind of power you posses?  The potential that you have?  I thought it was too good to be true but...” 
 
    Roy’s grin grew wider as he studied Leila’s shocked expression.  “I mean, maybe we could do a few more tests...” 
 
    Leila’s head snapped to the right as her gaze settled on Remley.  “Get the manuals.” 
 
    That’s just Roy wanted to hear. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Roy sat in a meditative position, sweat dripping from his brow and an ache in his spirit.  Near his feet sat a stack of three adept’s manuals, one that Remley had produced and two that Roy had recovered in the dungeon. 
 
    Roy had attempted to upload each of the manuals with his spirit scan, though he’d only been completely successful with two.  One of the manuals from the dungeon contained the instructions for a temporal skill, which he found to be completely incompatible with his spirit.  No matter, that one could be sold. 
 
    The second manual was a spiritcrafting blueprint used to create a weapon referred to as the Dragonclaw Ōdachi, which appeared to be an over-sized curved blade. Roy hadn’t delved into spiritcrafting nearly enough to create a weapon of that stature, nor did he have the necessary components.  Still, his spirit scan downloaded the blueprints into his memory... he could use that later. 
 
    The third and final manual was a smaller one with instructions for a body reinforcement technique known as ‘endless fist’.  According to the manual, the technique granted the adept the ability to reinforce one’s fists with a continuous flow of spirit energy, allowing them to launch a barrage of empowered strikes.  Roy promptly uploaded the manual, though he changed the name to something a bit more relatable... void boxing. 
 
    After that, Roy spent some time channeling his spirit aura while the others headed back towards the house.  Uploading two manuals into his spirit in such a short time proved taxing, and he felt the need to channel his void energy in order to calm his spirit and process all of the fresh knowledge he’d gathered.  Eventually, Kimoura took a seat next to him and began to channel aura herself, her spirit energy causing her body to glow with a faint, white light.  She gave him a quiet smile, then with the clouds swirling in the sky above and a light breeze passing through the city, the two embraced their channeling. 
 
    As Roy fell deeper into his meditative state, his senses sharpened, and he began to hear what Remley and Leila were discussing several paces away. 
 
    Leila’s voice was distant yet stern.  “It doesn’t matter if the weapon is a 2nd age draconis blade or a fabled weapon from the 1st age... you’ve gotten us in a shitload of trouble, Rem.  There’s no way we can sell it here.” 
 
    “Then we head north and sell it up there,” Remley reasoned.  “You know there’s going to be plenty of buyers and I highly doubt the academy dogs will give us chase.” 
 
    Leila sighed.  “Rem, you got caught stealing from Atherune Academy.  They practically own this city, and you know how bitter headmaster Zion is.  He’s probably had scouts on us for days.  I’m surprised he isn’t already here burning down our door.” 
 
    “Look,” Remley reasoned.  “Those tools, the manuals, the pills, they aren’t cheap.  And I couldn’t just let the man go out on his own.  He would’ve died by now if I hadn’t.  Besides, you despise those bastards in the academy as much as I do.  They hoard all of the resources they can get their grubby hands on and make the rest of us grovel!” 
 
    Leila sighed.  “And how am I supposed to get my ship back in the air?  Rem, you’ve put us in a hell of a situation, and all to help out some outrealmer that reminds you of your brother!” 
 
    “An outrealmer that saved our lives!  Look me in the eyes, Leila and tell me that he isn’t something special!” 
 
    “I… I know,” she replied, followed by a period of silence.  
 
    Roy’s eyes went wide as his concentration broke.   He’d gotten himself into a hell of a mess since entering Eon, and now he was likely the target of that damned academy…  But even more important than that were the comrades he’d found.  He could hear the conviction in Remley’s voice as he vouched for him, a man he’d barely known, and now it seemed like he might be finally winning Leila over too… 
 
    Roy grinned as he settled in to continue his mediation, but a strange sensation caught his attention, a wave of power approaching from the south.  Without hesitating he turned to look at them and his aura nearly shivered. 
 
    Standing near their home atop a small mound of dark grass was a man who exhumed authority.  This newcomer stood at average height, though his very presence made Roy feel as if he was towering over them like a giant.  He wore a brilliant blue and white tunic with a thick, silver belt and tall black boots embedded with a pair of sparkling, sapphire gems.  The man’s glossy black hair was tied back into a tale and his square face sported a pair of thin spectacles. 
 
    In the man’s hand was a long, metal quarterstaff.  With one swift motion, he slammed the end into the ground, causing lightning to crackle in the air around him...   Headmaster Zion, the thunder adept had arrived. 
 
    Slowly, a pair of adepts approached at Zion’s flank, both dressed in similar (albeit less impressive) adept attire.  Roy gave them all a quick scan. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Headmaster Zion Sho 
 
    Thunder Adept  
 
    Rank: 4th 
 
    Specialization: Mystic 
 
    Divine Power: Kirin 
 
      
 
    Apprentice Ryo 
 
    Water Adept  
 
    Rank: 2nd 
 
    Specialization: Mystic 
 
      
 
    Apprentice Myra 
 
    Earth Adept 
 
    Rank: 2nd (peak) 
 
    Specialization: Spiritlasher 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Myra!  It was that damned adept Myra from Renji’s shop!  Roy remembered her last encounter with her fondly, though he’d only been at first rank when she humiliated him.  He actually hoped they would attack just so he could shove a dark spiral down her throat. 
 
    To Roy’s surprise, Remley stiffened as Headmaster Zion took a step in his direction.  “I believe you have a few things that belong to me,” the Headmaster said, his tone so sharp that Roy was certain his words could cut through flesh.   
 
    Remley shot the man a disarming smile.  “Headmaster, how lovely to see you.  Can I prepare you some tea, or perhaps-” 
 
    “Enough,” Zion ordered, cutting Rem off and causing Leila to reach for her spear.  “You know why I’m here...  you stole a number of valuable items from Atherune Academy.” 
 
    Remley put his hands out and shrugged as if to signal that he was caught.  “Listen, dear Headmaster, I can return the manuals right now and give me just a few short days and the elixirs will be replaced as well.  Surely we can handle this in a civil manner...” 
 
    Zion placed a gloved hand on his chin as though he was pondering something, then quickly refocused his gaze on Remley.  “You know, perhaps we can settle this matter of ours without issue... keep the manuals, and the pills and the elixirs.  They’re yours.” 
 
    One by one, looks of shock began to cross over every face, even the headmaster’s apprentices.  Zion, on the other hand, began to sport a wicked grin.  “Rather than repay the academy in stolen merchandise, how about you hand over that relic you and your crew dragged into town last night.  The guards mentioned they saw a blade of some sort?” 
 
    Of course, Roy thought as he eyed the smug, shameless headmaster.  Just as he assumed... this realm was all about obtaining wealth and power and obtaining it through any means necessary.  He started to feel glad that Rem had stolen from these pompous bastards. 
 
    Leila scowled as she grabbed Remley by the shoulder.  “Damnit Rem, I told you we should’ve snuck that thing in after dark.”   
 
    Remley gave her a shrug then turned back towards Zion.  “I’m sorry dearest Headmaster, but it seems we’ll be needing that relic... I’m afraid we’re going to need money to eat and all.  But perhaps you’d like to purchase it?  I can offer you a special discount.” 
 
    Zion narrowed his eyes before tapping his quarterstaff on the ground once more, drawing out another spark of lightning.  “How dare you show me disrespect after you’ve been caught stealing from me!  I should melt the flesh from your bones!” 
 
    Remley put his hands up in protest.  “Seems kind of drastic, don’t you think?” 
 
    As the two exchanged words, Leila dropped back and took up a stance between Roy and Kimoura.  “We’re going to be making a hasty exit soon, but I need a few moments to get things ready.  Quinn and Remley will keep the Headmaster busy, but I need you two to handle the others.” 
 
    “No problem,” Kimoura replied, channeling her light aura into her fists.   
 
    “Oh, it would be my pleasure,” Roy growled as he drew his void aura into a cloak around his body.  He centered his gaze on the earth adept apprentice as she summoned a pair of long, green vines into her hands. 
 
    The headmaster’s voice boomed once more, grabbing the attention of everyone in the clearing.  “Are you refusing my offer Remley Bonaduce, and thus invoking the full wrath of Atherune Academy onto your guild?” 
 
    Remley chuckled, carefully sliding a hand onto the hilt of his sword.  “Ya know Zion, if you were looking to invoke wrath, then maybe you should’ve brought some more men.” 
 
    The headmaster scoffed.  “Oh, I’ll be more than enough...  So be it.  As the ruling authority at Atherune Academy, I condemn you and your guild for their actions against my establishment.  Prepare for punishment.” 
 
    Suddenly, the headmaster thrust his quarterstaff into the air, channeling spirit energy into the weapon to make it glow like a lightning rod.  The air around him darkened as his eyes began to glow like tiny balls of electricity...  Then the thunder adept unleashed his storm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The Power of a Mongrel 
 
      
 
    Edge of Atherune City, Eon 
 
      
 
    Roy’s muscles tensed as the headmaster stepped forward, aura flaring around the man’s body like a thunderstorm.  Zion had an air of superiority around him, as if his very presence was something to be cherished.  And damnit it made Roy sick. 
 
    With a quick and precise hand movement, the headmaster launched a pair of arcing lightning bolts from his fingertips that headed straight for Rem and Quinn.  Quinn reacted almost instantly, slamming his fist into the ground and causing a pair of bony spires to rise from the dirt to absorb the blast.  Splinters of ivory flew in every direction as lightning energy slammed into bone, shattering the dread hunter’s defensive technique before dissipating into essence. 
 
     Roy would’ve like to have studied the mesmerizing display of power, if only to compile data on it for his own use, but he had his own job to do.  Approaching Remley and Quinn’s flank was that vile earth adept Myra, green vines coiled around her pale arms.  If he let her disrupt them for even a second, then the headmaster would see them turned to ash. 
 
    And Roy was not going to let that happen. 
 
    Channeling void energy into his legs, Roy leaped in the woman’s direction, landing directly in her path as she recoiled one of her arms to strike.  The woman’s gaze shifted to Roy as she unleashed her strike, her vine glowing a bright green as spirit energy coursed through its roots and it uncoiled in his direction.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Spiritlasher Skill: Coil strike 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy reacted instantly, creating a void spiral in his palm and expanding it to create a swirling shield of energy in front of him. Less than a breath later, the coil strike snapped across the shield, sending a cloud of essence into the air before recoiling back onto the woman’s wrist. 
 
    “Foolish dog,” the earth adept said as she began slowly pacing around Roy.  “Have you come back for more?  Or do you actually think that a group of mongrels like yourself can stand against the Academy?” 
 
    Roy nodded towards the others.  “They can take care of themselves,” he spat.  “And besides, I don’t need to get through the academy.  I just need to get through you.” 
 
    It seems the mongrel is delusional as well!” Myra said.  “Don’t you remember what happened the last time we met?  Why, I am but a breath away from reaching spiriteka...  and you?  You're just,” the woman’s words were silenced as an aura bullet came streaking at her face. 
 
    With a quick sidestep, Myra dodged the technique and launched one of her own, sending another Coil strike directly at Roy. It passed by his head as he narrowly dodged the blow, but a second coil followed in its shadow, striking Roy in the shoulder and wrapping tightly around his neck. 
 
    The vine immediately tightened, cutting off Roy’s air flow as tears formed in the corner of his eyes.  Roy pried at his neck, trying to loosen the grip of the vine but the other green lash came back, snapping across his forearms and tearing his flesh. 
 
    Myra sent another pulse of earth aura into her arm and pulled tighter on the vine. “Drop to your knees and surrender yourself to me, Mongrel, and perhaps your life will be spared.” 
 
    Roy’s anger flared as the woman continued her taunts, his void aura swelling like a growing fire.  Ever since he’d arrived in Eon people were treating him like a dog…  the butchers, Leila, the assassin, and now this pompous bitch from the academy.  Well, no more!  If he wasn’t going to be shown any respect, then dammit he was going to pound it out of them! 
 
    Pushing through the pain and lack of air, Roy summoned an unstable sphere of dark-violet energy into his open palm and launched it forward. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Modified Vanguard Skill: Void Grenade 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    The void grenade landed a few paces in front of Myra and immediately detonated, creating a small field of black-violet energy with an intense gravitational pull.  Myra flew forward against her will, drawn in alongside a cloud of dust and debris as her grip on the vine loosened… 
 
    Now it was Roy’s turn. 
 
    Feeling the vine around his neck go slack, Roy ripped the thing away and bolted forward, his leap supercharged by the power of his now flaring aura and the pull of his void grenade.  He flew through the air on a collision course with Myra, void aura channeling into his glowing palms.  Then as the pair were drawn into the void grenade’s field, he canceled the effect and launched his strike. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Void skill: Void Boxing 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy’s fist connected with the off-balance Myra, smashing into her face with so much momentum that he was certain her head would fly clean off.  Instead, a sickening crack echoed from her jaw as her momentum carried her into a complete spin.  She came to a rest a few feet behind Roy, her body crashing face first into the ground with a loud ‘thud’. 
 
    Without losing a step, Roy turned on his heel and rushed the woman, fists still glowing with void energy.  Unlike his other techniques, void boxing was a passive skill that constantly drew on his spirit.  As long as he had the energy available, he could keep his fists reinforced for the duration of a fight, and right now his spirit aura was ablaze! 
 
    Sensing Roy’s approach, Myra forced herself to a knee and began channeling aura into the ground, activating a defensive technique as the void adept lunged in. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Earth Skill: Stonegod prison 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Sheets of rock erupted from the ground beneath Roy’s feet, sliding into place around him until the light of the worldstar faded and he found himself sealed in a prison of stone.  He raised his fists into the air and inspected the trap, their dark violet glow providing the only source of light.  He didn’t have a lot of room to work and the ground beneath him appeared solid… dammit he needed to get out. 
 
    “You little bastard!” Myra spouted from the other side of the rock, her voice shaky likely due to a loose jaw.  “Now I’m going to let you suffocate in there!  You're going to die like the damn dog that you are!” 
 
    “Like hell you are,” Roy muttered, pressing his hands against the stone.  It was obviously hard, but it didn’t seem especially thick.  Maybe it was time to see how dense his void energy actually was. 
 
    Channeling more aura into his fists, Roy fell into stance and threw a thunderous strike, slamming his knuckles into the stone and creating a crack down the center.  He heard Myra gasp in surprise on the other side, then immediately felt her spirit swell as she readied another technique.  It looked like she was done underestimating him... 
 
    Too little, too late. 
 
    Readying himself again, Roy threw another void-empowered punch into the stone, this time aiming to the left.  A second crack quickly formed parallel to the first one just as he hoped.  Again, and again, Roy struck the rock wall in different places until dozens upon dozens of cracks ran through it, until it could barely stand the force of a strong breeze.   
 
    “This one’s for Renji.” 
 
    Drawing back for a final strike, Roy released his void boxing technique and called forth a void spiral into his hands.  Then expanding the technique outwards, he thrust it into the stone.  The rock wall shattered as jagged chunks of stone went spiraling in Myra’s direction, flying through the air behind the force of Roy’s attack.   
 
    Myra quickly abandoned her technique and threw her arms up to block as she was unexpectedly pelted by the flying rock.  It did little to help as chunks of stone smashed into her bones and tore through her skin, brutalizing her with pieces of her own technique.  
 
    Roy followed in the shadow of the rock barrage, appearing in front of the earth adept before she could muster a better defense.  Then he reactivated void boxing and began unleashing a hellacious assault. 
 
     Stepping in, Roy threw a devastating punch into the adept’s liver, crippling her body with pain before delivering a follow-up strike to her midsection.  Myra gasped for air as a third and final strike came in, a mighty left hook that landed precisely on her temple. 
 
    Roy released his void boxing as the woman crumpled at his feet, her body broken and her spirit aura all but a flicker at her core.                For a second it looked like she was going to rise, but her body flattened, and her clenched fist unraveled.  She was done. 
 
    “Best not to play with dogs,” Roy said as Myra’s consciousness began to fade.  “They bite.” 
 
    Having soundly defeated his opponent, the void adept turned his attention to the battle at hand.  Leila had retreated into the house for reasons unknown, but he had to trust that her tactics were sound… she was real damn harsh at times but her loyalty to the sky wolves was unmatched. 
 
    Roy’s gaze flickered to the right where Kimoura was locked in a heated struggle with the water adept, Ryo. The man had seemed to have made several copies of himself out of pure water aura and was attacking the battle monk on all sides.  His first thought was to rush in and help her, but his mind was quickly changed as one of Kimoura’s s open palms smashed a water clone into oblivion.  Clearly, she could handle herself. 
 
    A cry of pain drew Roy’s gaze outward where Remley and Quinn were busy facing off against Headmaster Zion.  Well… it wasn’t really facing off so much as barely surviving.  Quinn stood just a few feet away from the headmaster, his body locked in place by a lightning technique that had his tunic smoking.   
 
    Remley, on the other hand, had seemed even worse for wear.  Crouched on one knee, the fire adept had his blade up defensively in one hand as the other clutched at a nasty scorch mark across his leg.   The headmaster had both separated and immobilized the pair without moving from his position.  They weren’t just doing battle with the head of the academy… they were facing off against a tactician. 
 
    Zion raised an open palm and began drawing lightning aura into his grasp, readying a technique that felt like it would turn Remley to ash.  Roy immediately leaped into action, drawing in spirit energy of his own as an aura bullet formed at his fingertip.  If he could land a single technique, then perhaps he could give Remley an opening to flee. 
 
    Roy took aim, gripping his wrist as he pointed his finger at the headmaster and fired…  Then came the unexpected.  
 
    As if he were anticipating the attack, Zion turned his gaze towards Roy and unleashed the technique in his direction.  A thick blast of lightning left Zion’s hand, meeting Roy’s aura bullet in mid-flight and swallowing it whole.   
 
    Roy tried to summon a void spiral to block the incoming barrage, but the blast reached him far too fast.  Lightning energy smashed into his shoulder, searing his flesh and sending painful waves of electricity through each one of his channels.   
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Lightning Skill: Paralysis Wave 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy expected his body would collapse, that it would crumble under the force of Zion’s blow.  Then a far worse realization came to light.    
 
    He couldn’t move a muscle. 
 
    It was suddenly clear to him that the technique wasn’t meant to kill him… it was meant to immobilize him, to hold him in place.  The void adept growled in anger as tiny sparks of lightning energy flickered in the air around him, constantly circulating the technique through his channels and keeping his body rigid and unresponsive.   
 
    Immediately Roy’ mind began to race as he tried to come up with a way to escape, a way to break the technique.  Then his eyes went wide as the headmaster launched a follow-up blast and his vision was filled with blinding light. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Last Stand 
 
      
 
    Atherune, City’s Edge 
 
      
 
    On earth, there was an old saying that lightning never struck the same place twice... unfortunately Roy was quite certain that saying was false. 
 
    Heat burned at his cheeks, blinding light filled his vision and the smell of ozone filled his nostrils as the headmaster’s technique closed in. 
 
    Roy shut his eyes as the blast encompasses his vision, but not before something peculiar happened.  A screen of data from his spirit scan flickered to life, displaying a chunk of data followed by some sort of seal or runic marking... 
 
    Then the blast slammed into his chest and the pain arrived. 
 
    Roy’s body slammed into the ground beneath the strength of the blow, his tunic now nothing more than scorched rags and his torso a tapestry of fresh burns.  He writhed in the dirt as waves of pain followed immediately after, washing over him as if his body had been plunged into a bed of embers.  Hell, he was surprised that he wasn’t outright dead! 
 
    Roy tried to orient himself, to find something, anything to shield his body from another blow but his ears were ringing, and his sight was little more than a bright blur.  “Damn you!” he growled, rolling to his side and expecting a third lightning bolt to come in and finish the job.  He didn’t want to go out this way... picked off by some pompous headmaster and his cronies.  
 
    Then Remley’s voice echoed through the clearing. 
 
    “Ya know, it really is quite rude to attack a man in his own home,” he said, almost as a challenge to Zion. 
 
    The headmaster scoffed.  “As if I’d be swayed by the words of a thief!” a second later the crackle of lightning echoed through the clearing, signaling the use of one of Zion’s techniques. 
 
    Roy blinked away the pain in his eyes until his vision finally returned.  But instead of seeing a battle of adepts unfold, he had a large, blue screen glowing in his face. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Lightning energy partially rerouted into compatible device... 
 
    Damage mitigated... 
 
    Device integrity unstable... 
 
    Configuring... 
 
    Rune activated! 
 
      
 
    Police Taser upgraded to Unstable Arc Launcher 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    What in the hell?  Roy had considered his spirit scan mostly a tool for data consumption and exploration, but it was clear that his scan had potential he had yet to consider. 
 
    Roy dismissed the screen of info and quickly peered down at his belt.  There, strapped to his side was his taser glowing like a lightning rod.  Without wasting time, he scooped the weapon up into his hand, it’s constant vibrations and sudden shocks causing his fingers to tingle.  He was almost concerned that the thing would burst and take off his fingers digits off.  Suddenly, his eyes flickered to the spiritcrafting rune on the outside of his device. 
 
    “Renji…” he muttered.  Somehow, his spirit scan had rerouted the lightning energy into the rune he’d added back in the old man’s shop. It had just helped him spiritcraft on the fly! 
 
    Slightly confident that the device would hold up, he rose and began approaching the headmaster.  Then he paused and turned his gaze toward Kimoura as a grin formed on his face.  This new device of his had given him an idea. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Leila dashed into the house as a stir of emotions ran through her spirit.  Just hours earlier she had been thrilled at the prospect of selling off their little relic and earning enough to get the Sky Wolves back into the air.  Now, it looked like they might not even leave Atherune alive! 
 
    They only had one hope left, at it wasn’t even a very good one.  Perhaps, if she could use cipherion’s tooth, then they could turn the tides.  Of course, there was always her own divine power...  No, that wasn’t an option.  Never. 
 
    Leila burst through the door and ran towards the corner of the room, fully expecting to scoop up the draconis blade and return to her friend’s aid.  Instead, she was stopped cold in her tracks. 
 
    Standing in front of the relic was the assassin in black, the man with the devilish scar and the cold, dead eyes... Varyon Risen had returned to finish the job. 
 
    “How?” Leila uttered, falling into fighting stance as she swung her spear out in front of her.  “We killed you... I saw you die!” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Varyon replied, his voice guttural, almost unnerving.  “But the power of the gods works in unnatural ways.” 
 
    Leila scoffed.  “So, you’ve come to finish us off then?” her instincts told her to turn and flee, but she couldn’t do that, couldn’t drag this monster out into the battle when they already had so much on their hands.  She had to keep him here, even if he could dispatch her with ease.  Her spirit shuddered as she came to realize that powerful adepts now surrounded her all sides. 
 
    She was trapped. 
 
    “I... have not,” Varyon replied, bring pause to Leila’s movements.  “I’ve come for answers.” 
 
    Leila’s grip tightened on her spear as she channeled wind aura into its tip.  “I’m afraid I don’t really have time to answer any questions, what with being under attack and all,” a sudden burst of spiritual energy erupted somewhere outside the house, making the windows rattle. 
 
    “I... I should be killing you right now,” Varyon said, speaking more to himself than to Leila.  His gaze slowly shifted to his open palms, his pale digits fully extended.  “How long have I been lied to?” 
 
    Leila watched as the man’s mind drifted elsewhere, as his attention shifted to something unseen...  Then she used the opportunity to strike. 
 
    Activating her feather dance, Leila leaped across the room and lunged forward with her spear, aiming for the assassin’s unguarded heart.  If she could land just this one strike before he snapped out of his daze, then she could end it before he decided to take her life. 
 
    The spear-tip sliced through the air as it soared towards Varyon, spiraling ever-closer towards his flesh.  Then it reached his temporal field and the attack slowed to a crawl. 
 
    She had failed. 
 
    Varyon head snapped up just as his hand grabbed onto the haft of the spear.  Then in one, clean motion, he used the spear to sweep Leila’s feet out from under her and plant the adept on her back. 
 
    “Damn you!” she growled, but her words came sluggishly as the temporal field slowed every muscle in her body.  She suddenly winced, realizing that she’d be dead before she could ever try to muster a defense.  But oddly, Varyon’s attack never came. 
 
    Instead, Leila felt her speed return as the assassin reeled back his temporal field.  Just what the hell was this man’s game?! 
 
    “Perhaps reaching out to you was a mistake,” Varyon said, eyeing the woman with a cautious gaze.  “You’re not the one I need to be speaking too...” 
 
    “Why are you here?!” Leila growled, re-establishing a grip on her spear. 
 
    Varyon paused, considering something as another burst of energy shook the house.  Then he met her gaze with the most intense of stares.  “I need an audience with the one in red, the man you call Remley.  If... if I aid you in your escape, will you grant me as much?” 
 
    Leila was dumbfounded.  This adept had been slain by Remley just a day ago, and now he was alive and demanding answers from him!?  Something was off, something was very off, but she or the others didn’t have time to spare. 
 
    “Fine!” she yelled.  “If you want to hlpe then go out there and lend them your spirit in battle!” she couldn’t believe what she was saying, urging an assassin to lend her friends aid. 
 
    “I can’t,” Varyon replied.  “I can’t be seen, especially not by the academy’s dogs.  Have you no way out of this?” 
 
    Leila slammed her spear into the floor, growing impatient with Varyon’s banter.  “Just my ship, but the core is damaged and we-“ 
 
    Suddenly, Varyon stepped forward and retrieved an item from his tunic, a glowing crystalline orb the size of his fist. 
 
    “A spirit stone?” Leila asked.  “You want me to fix my ship with-“ 
 
    “Not just a spirit stone,” Varyon interjected.  “This stone is a piece of my reborn soul, a fragment of myself that I can never regain... and it is far purer, far more powerful than any damned spirit stone” 
 
    Leila took the item in her hand and immediately felt the weight of its power.  Spirit stones were merely products of one’s energy but this... this was like a wealth of power in her grasp. 
 
    “Go, get your ship,” Varyon said as he strolled over to the corner of the room.  With a single hand, he reached down and retrieved Cipherion’s tooth, its hilt and blade still wrapped tightly in runic fabric. 
 
    “And you’re just going to run off with our relic?” Leila growled.   
 
    “No,” Varyon replied coldly.  “I’m going to get it into the right hands.  Now go.  Escape with your allies... and when the time is right, I’ll return from the shadow for my answers.” 
 
    Leila nodded then dashed through the front of the house, her ship’s resting spot just a short distance away.  She wanted so badly to look back, to assess the battle raging just beyond the house, but she knew that she couldn’t.  For if she found her friends in trouble, if she found that she had made the wrong decision, then she wasn’t certain she could make it to the ship. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kimoura steeled herself as Ryo and his water clones surrounded her on all sides, battering her body with dense orbs of water aura.  Everytime she struck out at one of the clones, it would absorb the blow and reform.  And every time she struck out at Ryo, his clones would move in to intercept the blow.  She hated to admit it, but the water provided a perfect defense against her fists... 
 
    But she wouldn’t go down without a fight. 
 
    Springing out of her crouch, the light adept pounced forward, performing a devastating palm on one of the approaching clones.  The water rippled from the blow, momentarily losing its form before snapping back into place. She tried to capitalize on the split-second opportunity and rush past her foe, but the other clones dove in her direction, smashing into her body with the force of the rising tide. 
 
    Kimoura stumbled to a knee, gripping at her chest as she coughed water out of her lungs.  She could sense her opponent make his approach, could feel his aura bearing down on her like the pressure of the sea. 
 
    “Drown in my power,” Ryo uttered, a smug satisfaction evident in his voice.  He was going to suffocate her under the power of his water clones.  Well if that was the case than she’d go down swinging. 
 
    With her light aura flaring, Kimoura leaped to her feet, prepared to stave off the water adept’s assault.  Instead, she found that he’d acquired another problem of his own.   
 
    Blazing through the air was a sphere of black-violet light, a sphere that crashed through a water clone’s head and dissipated it into essence.  Both Kimoura and Ryo turned to see Roy standing just feet away, spirit aura ablaze. 
 
    “Attacking me from behind?” Ryo said, crouching into more of a fighting stance.  “I shouldn’t expect anything else from a pair of dogs.” 
 
    “You want some, then come get it.  I’ll leave you like your friend over there,” Roy pointed to Myra’s crumpled body, causing Ryo’s anger to swell. 
 
    “Kill him!” Ryo ordered, sending a pair of water clones in Roy’s direction.  The void adept smirked, then immediately dashed away, taking the pair of clones with him. 
 
    And then it was just Kimoura and Ryo... well, and one clone, but she could deal with that. 
 
    “Now, where were we?” Ryo asked as he positioned his remaining clone in front of him.  “Ah, yes. Time for you to drown.” 
 
    Kimoura quickly pulled light aura into her hand as she made her move towards Ryo.  As predicted, his water clone stepped in to block, its watery exterior softening to absorb the force of her blow... 
 
    Just as she had hoped. 
 
    Kimoura held back her spirit and plunged her hand through the clone, easily passing through its liquid core before renewing her spirit’s flow.  As her hand emerged from the clones back, she forced all of her energy into a singular strike, smashing her hand into Ryo’s chest as she executed her signature technique... the devastating palm. 
 
    The water adept let out a gasp as the blow smashed into him, driving the air out of his lungs and the balance out of his legs.  As the man stumbled to the ground, Kimoura climbed over him and lifted a glowing fist above his face.  “This might sound a bit ironic with me being a light adept and all, but it’s time for lights out,” The she promptly smashed her fist into his face. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley grimaced as he pushed off with his lead foot, leaping into the air and narrowly dodging a bolt of lightning that scorched the earth where he once stood.  His leg had already taken heavy damage and his spirit was beginning to wane from constant use.  He was in trouble, a stark contrast to the headmaster who remained defiant, spirit blazing and body looking no worse for wear.   
 
    Sure, he and the others had been able to take down the rank 4 assassin, but headmaster Zion was a mystic, an aura manipulator built for raining down damage upon groups of foes.  Not only that, but his spirit had clearly been boosted by the academy’s finest elixirs, granting him an obvious power boost far beyond his rank. 
 
    Rem landed in a crouch, gathering a quick assessment of the battlefield before rolling away from another deadly bolt.  Leila was tinkering in the house, while Roy and Kimoura were engaged with the remaining apprentice.  Quinn had finally freed himself from the headmaster’s technique, but he appeared just about as beat up as Rem! 
 
    “Hold still, dog!” Zion yelled, launching another bolt at Rem’s head.  With a quick tuck and roll, the fire adept avoided the attack by mere inches, its energy searing the ends of his long, red jacket.  Remley wondered why the man hadn’t finished them yet... it was clear that he was toying with them at this point.  Perhaps he was hoping for subservience.  Well, he’d get none from the Sky Wolves. 
 
    “Quinn, launch me!” Rem yelled, pressing his feet together and crouching low to the ground.  A split second later, Quinn pressed his hand into the earth, summoning a bone spire beneath the fire adept’s feet. 
 
    Remley flew into the air as the ivory spire launched him forward, all the while creating a ring of fire energy around his body.  If he could launch himself past Zion’s defenses, then perhaps he could neutralize the man before he summoned another lightning storm. 
 
    Unfortunately, that plan fell flat.  With a quick adjustment, Zion switched techniques, drawing in his spirit aura then using its energy to create a pillar of lightning.  The pillar rose in Remley’s path, slamming into him as he passed and sending him skidding into the dirt. 
 
    Rem groaned as his body slid over the hard ground, coming to a stop several paces in front of the headmaster.  His fiery aura was all but a flicker now and his body felt like it’d been hit by a train. 
 
    “Ready to heel?” Zion asked in a mocking tone before forcing Quinn back with another technique.  He could see the man’s lightning energy coursing through the ground nearby, sealing it and preventing any sneaky earth techniques. 
 
    “Piss off,” Remley replied, spitting a bit of blood into the grass as he rose to a knee. 
 
    “Very well,” Zion replied, a look of disappointment on his smug face.  “Dragging you in suits me just fine,” Suddenly, the thunder adept began channeling aura into his hands anew, more than likely readying an imprisonment technique for him.   
 
    Remley winced as tried to rise to his feet, the pain of battle stinging at his many wounds.  He was out of tricks, out of resources, and nearly out of spirit energy... and still Leila hadn’t emerged from the damned house! 
 
    Defiant to the end, Remley propped himself up on his blade and gave the headmaster a grin.  No matter what happened, he was not going to grovel. He watched as Zion sent Quinn to the ground with an errant bolt, wincing as the dread hunter slammed into the dirt.  Then Zion turned to face him and he knew it was his turn to fall ... except Remley had noticed something odd. 
 
    Charging in the headmaster’s direction was Roy, a glowing... thing in his hand and two water clones trailing his every step. Remley quickly took his eyes off him and turned his gaze back to Zion, desperately trying to grab the headmaster’s attention. 
 
    “Alright!” Remley spat, dropping to his knees.  “I am nothing in the wake of your genius... please headmaster... spare my crew and allow me the honor of serving you in any way you see fit.” 
 
    Zion paused his technique, a stunned look strewn across his smug face.  He folded his arms over his chest and looked down on Rem, far too pleased with himself than he had any right to be. “I’m glad you're finally seeing it my way,” he said in his superior tone.  Then Remley shot him a grin.   
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    The headmaster’s eyes went wide as he heard Roy’s footsteps approaching quickly from his flank.  He turned as he drew in aura, ready to turn the void adept into ash. 
 
    Roy met the headmaster’s gaze just as a technique began to form on the bastard’s hands.  Roy immediately ducked, sliding out of the way as Zion lifted a hand and the water clones crashed into him, breaking apart as their unstable bodies washed over his skin and robes.  
 
    The headmaster had barely a second to blink as Roy leaned over and blasted his new weapon into the man’s thigh, sending a massive bolt of electricity into his soaking wet body.  Zion shrieked as his lightning energy was turned on him, attacking every inch of his body with crippling pain. 
 
    Normally an adept would be somewhat resistant to an element they were attuned to.   However, bolstering the lightning technique with water aura made the attack far more potent.   It was quite brilliant, actually. 
 
    Remley watched as Roy climbed to his feet and delivered a vicious right hook to the headmaster’s head, dropping the man low.  He followed it up with another empowered strike to the headmaster’s back, a shot meant to keep the thunder adept down. 
 
    Remley couldn’t help but be impressed with how much his young pupil had grown in such a short time.  It’s not like Rem was a master or anything of the sort, but it felt good to take Roy under his wing, to teach him the ropes.  And he just looked so much like Rygan... 
 
    “Remley, uh, a little help!” Roy hollered, shielding himself from the downed headmaster.  Around Zion’s body, a small thunderstorm had formed, its winds spiraling around his body and forming a protective shield. 
 
    Slowly, Zion rose to a knee, his eyes glowing and expression furious.  “I didn’t want things to go this far,” the headmaster spat.  “You could’ve prevented this.  You could’ve yielded the relic to me...  Instead, you now face annihilation!” 
 
    The air grew dark as the headmaster reached towards the heavens, lightning dancing on his fingertips as he channeled his final gambit. 
 
    “Stop him!” Remley shouted, his voice barely audible over the roar of the growing storm.  He tried to make his own approach towards Zion, but the wind forced his weakened body back to a knee. 
 
    Roy and Quinn were similarly unsuccessful, forced back by the thunder adept’s swirling winds, and Kimoura was too far out of range to launch an attack.  The storm seemed like it was going to spin out of control, like it was going to grow until it consumed the entirety of Atherune... and then it stopped. 
 
    Headmaster Zion grinned as his conjured storm condensed within itself, its wind and lightning becoming a mass of incredibly dense spirit energy as it took the shape of a creature.  A large, humanoid body took shape first, its form taller than the nearby houses with limbs thicker than trees.  A long neck jutted out from its shoulders followed by an elongated head decorated with a singular, shining horn.  With a long, glimmering mane of lightning, the creature looked like a beast forged by the storms themselves. 
 
    Kirin had been summoned... and now they were surely dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Earning Your Keep 
 
      
 
    The outskirts of Atherune City, Eon 
 
      
 
    Roy and the others looked on in horror as Zion unleashed the Kirin, a spirit summon with the destructive power of a thousand storms.  The Kirin let out a thunderous roar as lightning aura danced across glowing flesh, the horn atop its head shining like a beacon of deadly light. 
 
    “Everyone, scatter!” Remley yelled, nimbly leaping out of the way as an errant bolt of lightning ripped a trench through the earth where he stood.  
 
    “Little easier said than done, Rem,” Quinn growled as he summoned a fresh pair of bone blades into his hands.  Before he could flee, The Kirin pointed its horn in his direction and unleashed a beam of light, blasting apart his blades and sending him spiraling through the dirt with scorch marks on his forearms. 
 
    Kimoura appeared from behind and leaped into action, dashing by Quinn and grabbing him by the shoulder as another beam of lightning aura tore up the ground near her feet.  Without hesitating, she rolled across the dirt and took refuge behind a jagged piece of rock.  “Where the hell is Leila?” she yelled, wincing as another bolt of lightning crashed into the ground nearby. 
 
    “She’s left you to your demise!” Zion shouted, a vile sense of satisfaction in his voice. 
 
    “Like hell she has!” Remley replied, whipping an errant fireball at the headmaster that he easily deflected with his staff. 
 
    Roy’s eyes darted from his companions to the headmaster to the monstrous lightning beast as carnage continued to swirl on all sides.  He had to do something, had to act before they were all swallowed up by the power of Zion’s storm. 
 
    With the spiritual pressure coming from the Kirin, he knew there was no way they could take that thing down on their own.  However, if he could land another shot on the headmaster, then perhaps he could put the man down and dismiss his nightmarish pet... or perhaps the creature would just run rampant and destroy them all.  But hell, what other choice did he have. 
 
    Drawing aura into his legs, Roy leaped back in Zion’s direction, a dark spiral forming in the palm of his right hand.  He came within mere feet of the headmaster, but a monstrous hand appeared out of nowhere and swatted him away.  It was only a glancing blow, but the pain lingering in his body afterward made it feel like he’d been hit by a truck.  It was clear that the Kirin was not going to let anyone near its master. 
 
    “Damn you,” Roy growled between clenched teeth.  “I’ll rip that horn off your head and shove it up your-“  
 
    A beam of light shot from the Kirin’s horn, cutting Roy’s words short as it blasted into his shoulder. He immediately started backpedaling, stifling a cry of pain as the smell of his own burnt flesh began to fill his nostrils. 
 
    The Kirin didn’t relent as it locked eyes on Roy.  Letting out a low growl, it dropped to all fours and began to charge, its gleaming horn aimed directly at his chest. 
 
    Void energy began to spin in Roy’s palm as the Kirin closed in, forming into a large sphere as he prepared his dark spiral.  Then as the creature closed in, he acted.   
 
    Slamming his palm into the ground, Roy unleashed his dark spiral, propelling him into the air just out of range of the charging Kirin.  Storm winds pressed at against his back as Roy flew upwards, slowing his ascent before gravity took hold and sent his body soaring back towards the ground.   
 
    Suddenly, he felt a swell of energy at his back.  He turned in mid-air to see a bolt of lightning rip through the sky before arcing into his stomach, hitting him like a gut punch straight from the heavens.  A breath later, Roy crashed into the dirt, the impact of his fall forcing the air from his lungs and a ring of dust to rise around his crumpled body. 
 
    Keeping his wits about him, Roy reinforced his body with void aura and forced himself back to his feet.  He knew that the Kirin would come back for him.  Creatures in this realm didn’t take kindly to letting their prey get the better of them. 
 
    What he didn’t expect to see was the beast just feet away from him, its horn aimed at his still-beating heart. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Remley gathered whatever fire aura he had left in him and charged at Headmaster Zion, determined to remove the smug look on his face by whatever means necessary.  In fact, Remley was more than certain that Zion had that same look the day Rem had left the academy... 
 
    It was time someone cut him down to size. 
 
    “Fool!” Zion howled, summoning an orb of lightning in each palm before launching them in Rem’s direction.  “Bow before the thunder adept!  Bow before you get your friends killed!” 
 
    Remley ignored the man’s words as the dual balls of lightning came buzzing in his direction.  As the technique closed in, he leaped into the air and spun, performing a corkscrew maneuver that left the balls of energy zipping by with mere inches to spare.   
 
    As Remley landed he channeled fire aura into his blade and unleashed a mighty slash, sending a wave of flame directly in Zion’s direction.  His chance at getting back at the headmaster had given him strength, had let him push his aura farther than he thought possible.  “I’m afraid dear Headmaster, that you’ll find my friends and I far more capable than you think!” 
 
    Zion scoffed, destroying the wave of flame with a bolt of energy from his staff.  For a split second, the air grew still and the storm above calmed as Remley and Zion exchanged spiteful gazes.  A light rain began to fall from the clouds above, then a bolt of lightning struck the ground and the two adepts launched their attacks! 
 
    Techniques began to form in either man’s hand as the distance between them rapidly shortened… 
 
    And then they clashed. 
 
    Remley struck first, slashing his fiery blade three times in quick succession, sending three separate waves of flame at his foe.  Zion responded in kind, rotating his staff with enough speed to form a whirling shield of lightning that easily deflected the blows.  Then with a quick step forward, he slammed his staff into Remley’s approaching blade, showering the area in sparks and holding the flame adept fast. 
 
    “This is futile!” Zion growled, but Remley was already gone.  With a quick disengage, the nimble flame adept spun around to Zion’s back and struck out, slashing the man’s shoulder and landing his first clean strike on his foe. 
 
    “Slowing down, Headmaster?” Remley prodded as the thunder adept returned fire with his staff.  The weapon slammed into the ground just as Rem stepped away, creating a flash of spirit energy that left the ground smoldering. 
 
    Now a grin was beginning to return to Remley’s face.  Zion snapped around and launched and an unrefined wave of energy at the man, but he was gone again, nimbly leaping over the headmaster before delivering a flying kick to the headmaster’s back.  Zion stumbled forward before slamming his staff into the ground, summoning a globe of energy around his body and affording himself a second to breathe. 
 
    Remley paced around the headmaster, gripping his curved blade in both hands as flame aura danced across its edge.  During their skirmish, he’d noticed something, a slight change in the headmaster’s energy output.  It took him a second to figure it out, but once he did the cause was all too clear... Zion’s spirit summon. 
 
    Summoning techniques were taxing on one’s aura and typically required an immense amount of spirit energy.  Typically, that wouldn’t be a problem for a spiriteka like Zion, but this was no simple summon.  The Kirin was a force of nature, a beast forged of the storms that seemed to constantly draw on Zion’s powerful aura.  All they had to do was keep the two separated and eventually, the headmaster would wilt.  Then, finally, he’d be free of- 
 
    Suddenly, Zion dropped his barrier and fired off another technique, sending racing bolts of lightning from the tips of each of his fingers.  Remley reacted instantly, moving with haste as he tried to position himself out of range.  However, it appeared Zion was adapting as well. 
 
    The bolts of energy forked off in every direction, giving the flame adept little room to maneuver.  Lightning struck him in the leg, the shoulder, the side as he did what he could to escape.  It was a technique designed specifically to neutralize dexterous opponents, and to Remley’s horror, it was working impeccably. 
 
    A final bolt of energy shot forward and caught Remley on the forehead, slamming him into the ground with the force of a warden’s hammer.  Rem’s vision immediately blurred but his fighting instincts kicked in and a quick reinforcement of his body had his head clear once more.  Unfortunately, that didn’t matter. 
 
    Dancing across Remley’s skin were tiny sparks of lightning energy, sparks that attacked his muscles, keeping them tight and immobile.  He tried to rise, tried to use his own flame aura to force away the headmaster’s technique but it was futile.  Zion had trapped him in his paralysis wave. 
 
    “You honestly didn’t think I’d let you get the best of me, did you?” Zion said as he began walking in Remley’s direction.  “I am the headmaster of Atherune Academy... the unsung leader of this city!” Zion pointed his finger and launched another charged bolt into Remley’s body, causing him to grimace in pain. “I will not allow the orphan of some long-buried guild to disrespect me any longer!” 
 
    Remley’s eyes widened as burning rage ignited in his pupils.  “What did you say?” 
 
    “You heard me, dog,” Zion replied, sending another bolt into the flame adept.  “I allowed you to scavenge scraps from the academy, I turned a blind eye to it!  But no more... I’m going to send you to an early grave just like your pathetic family!” 
 
    At that very moment, at that single instant in time something snapped inside of Remley.  Slowly the flame adept rose to his feet despite the pain and resistance that Zion’s paralysis wave gave.  One hand tightened into a fist while the other wrapped tightly around his sword’s hilt, knuckles white and spirit flaring. 
 
    “Don’t you dare speak about them,” Remley growled, his spirit aura growing with each passing second.  “Don’t you dare bring them dishonor with your vile tongue!”  
 
    Suddenly, Remley burst free of Zion’s technique and charged, moving like a blur before executing a mighty overhead slash.  Zion, surprise by the man’s sudden burst of strength, barely managed to get his staff up to block. 
 
    “Stupid fool,” Zion growled as his composure returned.  “That last strike must’ve left you delirious if you think you’ve enough power to harm me,” With a quick push-off, he launched himself backward through the air, landing with aura already channeling into his palms. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Remley replied as his aura grew even larger.  “But I’m not alone...”  
 
    Remley’s free hand reached for his sleeve and promptly yanked it up to his elbow, drawing a gasp from Zion Sho.  There, etched into the flame adept’s forearm was a marking not seen in years, a pair of crossed blades encircled in flame ... the guild insignia of the steel brotherhood. 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Zion spat, his tone suddenly reflecting the fear that was quickly infecting his soul.  “You’d be putting a target on your back!” 
 
    Remley took a step forward as the insignia on his arm began to glow.  “I’ve always had a target on me,” he responded, his tone fierce.  “I’m just done running.”   
 
    Remley’s aura flared to its peak as the silhouette of six swordsmen appeared at his side.  Moving in unison, the seven lifted their fiery blades into the air, drawing in a torrent of silver and red energy. 
 
    “Y-you can’t,” Zion stammered.  “The dark guilds will never stop hunting you!  They’ll destroy everything you’ve ever known!” 
 
    At that moment, Remley didn’t care.  The legendary technique forming around him was a skill unique to his bloodline, an ability forged by his very father.  Word of the technique would almost certainly find its way back to the dark guilds who had hunted his family down many moons ago, but so be it... if they came for him then he’d burn away the darkness with the blinding light of his spirit! 
 
    “I call upon the power of my brothers.  I ask them to lend me the flames of their burning souls...” Remley’s eyes narrowed as the six silhouettes readied themselves to charge.  “May you feel the sting of their blades long after you’ve perished...  Steel Brotherhood technique: Seven blades of Retribution!” 
 
    Remley swung his blade with everything he could muster, unleashing a wave of destruction in the headmaster’s direction.  Zion scrambled to create another lightning barrier, but the technique quickly proved futile. 
 
    The six phantom swordsmen flung themselves at the headmaster, cutting through his barrier before slashing away at his body with curved blades of ghostly steel.  He tried to scream out, tried to protest his demise, but his venomous words came out as little more than unrecognizable gurgles as one of the blades passed over his throat.  As the headmaster began to falter a final blade approached.  Blazing brighter than the worldstar itself, Remley’s sword passed through the headmaster as its red-hot steel slashed the man straight down the middle. 
 
    The air settled and for a second both combatants stood completely still. Then, after letting out a soft, final groan, the headmaster’s lifeless body unraveled into pieces. 
 
    Remley’s once brilliant aura simmered to a mere spark as the man collapsed to a knee, his still glowing blade the only thing stopping him from completely collapsing into the dirt.  With complete and utter exhaustion setting in, Remley shifted his gaze to Zion.  Perhaps the man was right... perhaps he would be hunted down for his little display, but so be it.  He was a sky wolf, but he was also the last surviving member of the steel brotherhood and if they wanted his life for that, then he’d introduce them to red hot steel. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Roy braced his body with spirit energy as the monstrous Kirin closed in.  His instincts were screaming at him to dodge but with the creature being so close he knew there’d be no escape.   
 
    As Roy’s arms came up in defense, a notification appeared in his vision, one he barely managed to get a glimpse of. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Battle Monk Skill: Devastating Palm 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy’s eyes widened as Kimoura appeared out of nowhere, darting in from the left to deliver a strike of her own.  Her hand glowed like starlight as she slammed it into the side of the creature’s head, deflecting its charge and sparing Roy by a matter of inches.  
 
    As she completed her technique, Kimoura glanced at Roy and gave him a slight wink, a final endearing act before the Kirin’s tail came around and smashed her into the ground. 
 
    “You horned bastard!” Roy growled, rising to meet the creature’s dreaded gaze.  Together the two locked eyes, the Kirin’s massive frame towering over Roy’s cloaked body... and then they clashed. 
 
    The void adept struck first, leaping forward as he threw an empowered fist directly at the Kirin’s face.  The creature’s body was built like a tank, so there was no use attacking that.  However, the long-time martial artist had never met an opponent that was immune to a well-placed punch in the nose.  Unfortunately, landing a shot on the creature’s nose was a bit easier said than done. 
 
    The Kirin’s arm snapped forward as Roy came barreling in, catching him around the neck mid-flight.  A low grumble then exited the beast’s mouth, a noise that Roy equated to a mocking laugh.  Suddenly, Roy’s airway began to tighten as the Kirin started squeezing the life out of him, wrapping its hand ever-tighter around his neck.  
 
    In a sudden bout of desperation, Roy began to pry at the creature’s thick fingers, writhing as he dangled in the air.  Images flashed in Roy’s mind, images of his own gun being firing into his chest, of an earth adept’s vine choking the life out of him.  He’d been beaten down so many times so recently.  Well, not again. 
 
    Mustering his spirit aura, Roy channeled it into his palm and fired off an aura bullet from the tip of his finger.  The technique moves like a blur as it crashed into the Kirin’s face, snapping the monster’s head back and forcing it to loosen its grip on Roy’s neck.   
 
    Slipping out of the monster’s grasp, Roy fell to the ground in a crouch, already channeling aura for his next technique.  Drawing as much aura as he could, Roy created a giant ball of swirling void energy larger than his palm.  Then, as the creature steadied itself the void adept charged in, slamming a dark spiral directly into its chest. 
 
    Waves of black-violet energy ripples across the beast’s torso as the technique resolved, their impact forcing the beast back on its heels.  Yet even after taking everything Roy could muster, the Kirin still stood. 
 
    “Damn you!  Why won’t you go down?!” he growled.  Before the void adept could channel another technique into his palms the Kirin responded, setting its feet and swinging its tail at Roy in a wide arc.  
 
    The void adept dropped to his stomach, narrowly dodging the blow before leaping back to his feet... and finding himself directly in the path of the kirin’s next technique.  Lightning energy blasted from the creature’s horn, tearing a trench through the ground as it made its way directly into Roy’s torso.  The blow tore away parts of his tunic and burned at his flesh.  Its impact felt like a hammer to his chest, smashing him into the ground and sending him skidding through the dirt and grass. 
 
    Roy’s ears began to ring, and his vision blurred as he rolled over onto his stomach.  He’d given everything, they all had... and still, it wasn’t enough.  In the distance he could see Quinn making a foolish charge at the Kirin, spiky pieces of bone armor jutting from his joints.  He could see Kimoura lying limp in a shallow hole and Remley’s body collapsed next to the recently shredded headmaster.  And Leila was still missing and... what was that feeling? 
 
    A sudden surge of spirit energy brushed against Roy’s senses, a familiar, powerful energy that he’d encountered before.  Time itself seemed to slow as a pair of tall black boots stepped in front of him.  Roy strained to raise his head, to see who it was that those boots belonged to, but some sort of spiritual technique was making it difficult to raise his head. 
 
    “You have an indomitable will,” the man in front of him said, his voice low.  “I’d like to think that I shared such a quality in one of my earlier lives,” the man paused for a second before taking a step forward and slamming something into the ground just inches from Roy’s face.  “Now take this and save your friends.  They may prove to have as much value to me as they do to you.” 
 
    Suddenly, the man vanished and the spiritual pressure surrounding Roy alleviated.  Slowly, the void adept worked his way to a knee before finally taking notice of the item that had been plunged into the ground at his feet.  Gleaming in the light of the worldstar, its crystalline blade emitted an aura of icy cold energy.  Roy immediately recognized the weapon, not just for its looks but because of the power it radiated, power that was now his for the taking. 
 
    With a single, labored step, Roy reached forward and grasped the hilt of Cipherion’s Tooth. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Divine power detected.... 
 
    Would you like to extract the Divine Power from Cipherion’s Tooth? 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    “Yes, give me the power!” Roy yelled.  Before, he’d just gotten a taste of the weapon’s essence, but this was much more.  Sure, it would likely piss off Leila, but what good would a relic do for them if they were all dead? 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Extracting Divine Power... 
 
    Extracting.... 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy’s muscles seized as the power of the relic coursed through his spirit.  The thin, icy markings on his arm glowed a brilliant blue as the power surged through him as if a blizzard had been unleashed beneath his skin.   
 
    His spirit swelled with newfound strength as his black-violet aura grew larger, icy waves of energy swirling through his aura cloak. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Extraction complete... 
 
    Divine Power obtained:  Deep Freeze 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Roy watched as the last of the weapon’s power soaked into his palm and the sword itself disintegrated into essence.  He could feel it coursing through his aura, resonating in his right arm.  Behind him, the Kirin’s roars filled the air like thunderstorms, a symphony of rage accompanied by Quinn’s continuous growls of pain... 
 
    It was time to add some music of his own. 
 
    Fueled by his newfound strength, Roy turned on his heel and charged back into battle, the markings on his arm still radiating an icy glow.  Quinn continued to battle on in the distance, most of the bone armor broken away and his green tunic stained crimson with blood.   
 
    “Quinn, back!” Roy yelled as he dashed across the clearing, aura swirling around his body like a cloak.  The dread hunter nodded though he didn’t have much of a choice.   Before he could adjust the Kirin lashed out with its tail, sending the adept spiraling through the air before crashing into a small shed near the Sky Wolves’ home. 
 
    Roy steadied himself as the Kirin turned back in his direction and began its final charge, the horn atop its head glowing like a lightning rod. 
 
    “Ya know, I always loved thunderstorms...  but I think you ruined that for me.” 
 
    The Kirin roared in response, its thick legs carrying it ever-closer. 
 
    “But maybe I’ll grow to enjoy the cold,” Icy blue aura swirled around Roy’s body, permeating his void aura and changing his eyes to the color of crystal.  Spirit energy pooled in the palm of his hand, spinning, growing larger with each revolution until it looked like a hurricane encompassed the man.   
 
    The Kirin lunged in his direction, but Roy remained defiant, dropping to a knee and slamming his fist into the ground, sending all his divine energy with it.  “Suck on this...  Deep Freeze!” 
 
    A trail of ice raced from Roy’s fist, spreading across the ground before finding its target... the Kirin.  Suddenly, spires of ice began to rise from the dirt, skewering the summoned beast like the blades of crystalline swords.  Again and again, jagged pieces of ice rose from the ground to pierce the beast’s flesh, diminishing both its physical and spiritual strength. 
 
    With a deafening roar, the Kirin tore through the icy spires only to have a final shard of ice rise up and pierce its skull, breaking a piece of its magnificent horn in the process. 
 
    And then, finally, it was over. 
 
    Roy collapsed to his back as the Kirin’s soul essence floated from the creature’s corpse and absorbed into his body.  Beyond, he could see the others beginning to stir, each of them covered in wounds both large and small...  Still, they’d done it.  They’d fought off the damn headmaster and- 
 
    Roy froze as he caught sight of the city.  Marching up the road was an entire troop of Jade guards led by a pair of students from the academy.  That bastard Zion... he or one of his lackeys must’ve sent some sort of spiritual signal back to the academy.  He should’ve known... they never planned on letting the Sky Wolves escape with their lives. 
 
    “Guys?!  We’ve got trouble!” Roy yelled before scrambling over to Kimoura’s side and yanking her out of the dirt.  She gave him a half-conscious smile followed by a thumbs up, the wraps on her hand stained red.  Seconds later, Quinn and Remley made their way to his side, each of them visibly straining to stay upright. 
 
    “Hell of a fight, Royboy,” Remley quipped, grinning despite his obvious exhaustion.  Carefully he helped Roy bring Kimoura to her feet, hooking her arm over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, kid,” Quinn added, gnawing on a reed that was now scorched at the end.  “Way to prolong our deaths.” 
 
    Roy shook his head.  “You’re welcome.  Now, what do we do?”  Nearly fifty jade guards had entered the outskirts, surrounding the area with weapons drawn.   
 
    “I suppose we’ll be captured and killed,” Remley said nonchalantly.  “Maybe even receive a bit of torture after they see what I did to the headmaster.” 
 
    Wonderful. 
 
    Roy began channeling his divine energy, but after its recent use, it felt like he was trying to pull water from an empty well.  It was clear they wouldn’t be fighting their way out. 
 
    Within seconds, one of the Jade guards stepped forward and approached the group, his cheeks flush beneath his pale, green armor.  “By order of Zion Sho, Headmaster of the Atherune Academy, I declare you all under arrest!” 
 
    “For what?” Quinn spat, folding his arms over his chest. 
 
    The guard stuttered, as if he wasn’t expecting the question.  “Why, for stealing resources from the academy, for lying to the guard, and...” the man’s gaze wandered over to Zion’s carved up body.  “And for murder!” 
 
    Remley chuckled.  “On, there will definitely be torture.  Lots and lots of torture.” 
 
    With a quick signal, the surrounding guards began to move in, weapons brandished and smirks on each of their damned faces.   
 
    By contrast, the sky wolves stood resolute, each using the strength of the other to keep themselves on their feet.  The auras of the wolves were little more than flickering flames and drops of sweat and blood littered the grass at their feet.  They had been through war, and they were ready to accept their fate... 
 
    Had they only looked to the east; they would’ve known that fate was barreling in. 
 
    “What is that, sir?” one of the guards hollered, pointing to the sky.  “Is... is that a ship?” 
 
    Remley turned his head as a huge grin stretched across his battered face.  “It sure is,” 
 
    Tearing through the dissipating storm clouds was a magnificent, crimson vessel, its opaque sails flying high and its engines humming with a brilliant, azure glow.  On its hull sat a familiar symbol, a wolf’s head surrounded by a pair of angelic wings. And on its deck stood the ship’s captain, Leila, leader of the Sky Wolves. 
 
    Roy gasped as he caught sight of the ship, their beacon of hope in the darkness.  Unfortunately, the guards took notice as well, and soon they had their weapons trained on the approaching vessel. 
 
    “Get ready,” Quinn said just loud enough for the others to hear.  “I’m only going to be able to pull this off once.” 
 
    The ship dropped low and picked up speed as it made its approach, creating a target for some errant spears. Nevertheless, Leila remained resolute atop the ship’s deck, her eyes locked onto her battered crew. 
 
    “Reeeaaady,” Quinn said, mustering the last bit of his aura into his palm.  Remley and Kimoura both nodded and fell into a crouch, awaiting the dread hunter’s technique.  Roy merely fell to his knees and began patting the ground vigorously, realizing that their company was still a man short.   
 
    A second later, the cryofox pup appeared from behind a nearby rock, its face stricken with joy as it caught sight of Roy.  Ignoring the mayhem created by the jade guard, the icy creature bounded through three separate pairs of legs and cane dashing in his direction. 
 
    Suddenly Leila’s ship dipped within range, sparks flying off its hull as the jade guards chopped at the passing vessel.  She spun the ship in a wide arc, using the heat of its engines to stave off the enemy horde. 
 
    “Now!” Quinn yelled, slamming his palm into the ground.  A pillar of bone immediately rose from the earth, rising at angle that led it right into the path of the ship as it swung back into range. 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Dread Hunter Skill:  Bone Spire 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Quinn was the first to dash up the spire, ducking a spear throw before leaping into the air and landing atop the ship’s deck.  Kimoura and Remley were right behind, each of them moving on pure adrenaline. 
 
    And then there was Roy. 
 
    Sensing danger, Roy leaned forward and scooped up the pup then immediately broke out in a sprint towards the spire.  A guard stepped in to block him off but the adept planted a foot on the man’s shield and used his momentum to propel himself over. 
 
    Landing at the base of the spire, Roy poured every last bit of spirit energy into his legs and ran up its edge.  A spear flew by his head, but he didn’t look back, leaping into the air and landing on the edge of the ship’s deck.   
 
    Kimoura and Remley grabbed the man by the tunic and yanked him aboard as Leila directed the ship back into the sky.  Roy let out a sigh of relief as he collapsed onto the ship’s deck, as the shouts of the jade guard began to grow faint and the sight of Atherune City began to fade.  He wasn’t entirely sure where the hell they were going, but he took comfort in the fact that they’d escaped that damned city, that they’d stayed together and survived that hellish ordeal... and that for the moment, they all could breathe. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Several days had passed since Leila’s ship, The Blazing Fang, has taken to the air once more.  The vessel had been relentless in its travel north, anchoring only to take refuge from the veil and for the crew to gather food and water.  What was left of Remley’s stash of pills and elixirs was used for healing, though the crew was still a bit worse for wear. 
 
    During the day, the adepts sat atop the deck and meditated or channeled their auras, occasionally breaking to hunt skyfish and other flying beasts with the ship’s spears.  Roy however, mostly sat with his back against the mast, channeling spirit energy into his hands and practicing a technique that he’d long been waiting to master. 
 
    On the afternoon of their eighth day, Remley approached him with an especially cheery demeanor.  He was shirtless, his long hair unkempt and resting on his shoulders, and a half-eaten piece of skyfish at the end of his blade. 
 
    “Hungry?” he asked, tipping his sword in Roy’s direction until the fish was just inches from his nose. 
 
    “I’m good,” Roy replied.  A black-violet orb was resting in his lap while his hands worked furiously to create a second. “But thanks.” 
 
    Remley nodded then took another bite of the fish.  Roy glanced up and noticed that he had a peculiar look on his face as if he were straining to say something. Then finally he spoke.  “Ya know, Roy Boy... well, I may have said this before, but what you did back there was a hell of a feat, even if you did use up all of our potential revenue.  Anyways... well, I just wanted to say that I’m prou-“ 
 
    Roy raised a sweaty palm, halting his words.  “Don’t worry about it,” he said, his face slowly forming into a grin.  “I was just earning my keep.” 
 
    Remley returned Roy’s grin with a genuine smile, then quietly placed a hand on his shoulder.  “You’ve done that my friend... that and more,” suddenly his mood lightened again.  “Now, I’ve got a bit of, er... fishing to do.”  
 
    With a nod, the flame adept took his leave, making way for their ever-fearless leader Leila.  She wore that same serious look on her face as she waltzed over to Roy, though he noticed that she had some sort of parchment tucked under her right arm. 
 
    Without saying a word, the woman unraveled the parchment and dropped an ink pen into his lap.  Then she placed her hands on her hips and gave him a long, hard look. 
 
    “What’s this?” Roy asked, rising to meet the wind adept’s gaze.  He didn’t particularly enjoy being looked down upon by her, especially since she always carried herself with such an air of superiority. 
 
    “It’s the guild charter to the Sky Wolves.” she replied firmly.  “Sign it, and you’ll be a legally bound member of the guild.” 
 
    Roy raised his brow as he looked over the charter.   At the bottom were five signatures, the four current members plus Remley’s late brother.  Carefully, Roy took the pen in his hand and raised it to the parchment.  “Does this contract come with any... benefits?” 
 
    Leila rolled her eyes.  “One meal a day if you’re lucky, access to our dwindling supplies, and more enemies than you can count...” a small smile began to creep onto her face.  “And my respect.” 
 
    Roy nodded, pressing the pen to parchment and signing his name.  Afterward, the two locked eyes as a cold wind blew across the ship’s deck.  Smile gone, the woman reached out and grasped Roy’s hand, a very earth-like gesture of respect.  He bowed in return, drawing a smirk onto the woman’s face.  “Get your rest in, kid.  We’re heading north where the beasts are a lot bigger.” 
 
    “Will do, boss,” Roy replied, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  The wind adept turned to walk away, manipulating the small device in her hand that allowed her to remotely steer the ship.  Then before turning into the ship’s cabin, she paused and gave him a final look.  “Oh, and don’t think I’ve forgotten about that relic you absorbed.  You’re going to be paying me back for years,” and with that, she disappeared through the door. 
 
    Roy sighed.  Of course. 
 
    Hours later, Roy sat in the very same spot, working tirelessly on forming a second orb.  After her daily meditation Kimoura had joined his side, her head resting idly on his shoulder as he worked.  Roy had grown to cherish the woman’s company over the past few weeks... her gentle strength, her endearing little acts of kindness and bravery, and even the often-quirky ways she invaded his personal space.  He hadn’t really admitted it to himself yet, but he was developing true feelings for the girl. 
 
    As she sat, Roy didn’t waste a second of hesitation, leaning over and planting a soft kiss on her cheek.  The light adept went wide-eyed for a second before returning his gaze, unable to hide her flaring spirit.  “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    “A start,” Roy replied.  “Of something more?” 
 
    Suddenly her smile widened, and her cheeks became redder than Remley’s coat.  She nodded graciously before returning her head to Roy’s shoulder as she watched him work. 
 
    “What are you working on?” she asked moments later, scooting a bit closer until her body pressed against his. 
 
    Roy caught the scent of her hair, a lovely mix of lilacs and morning dew.  “Just creating a few spirit stones,” he replied as the second began to take shape in his hand.  She laced her fingers in his, pouring a tiny bit of her own aura in to solidify the stone’s form. 
 
    “What are they for?” 
 
    “I’m going to use one to spiritcraft my baton,” he replied calmly.  “I’ve got an idea for a... void blade.” 
 
    Kimoura smiled at the man’s ingenuity, running her free hand through his lengthening black hair.  “And the other?” 
 
    Roy lifted the newly minted spirit stone into the air and rolled it about between his fingers.  “It’s a gift...” he replied.  “A gift for someone that taught me a thing or two. Say, do they have a mail system in Eon?” 
 
    Kimoura giggled, taking the stone in her hand.  “Not really,” she replied.  “But I think I might be able to help you out.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Old Renj rose from his cot beneath the Dragon’s Whetstone and stretched his weary limbs, the pain of old age echoing through every joint in his body.  Slow and steady, the man dressed himself in his dated adept robes and made his way up the stairs to his humble, one-room shop. 
 
    Renji sighed as laid eyes on the stack of weapons he’d crafted for Headmaster Zion.  He was hopeful that Zion’s death would nullify his contract… he could likely sell the weapons on the market for a much higher profit.  Still, the greed of Atherune’s lords could not be underestimated. 
 
    As Renji began preparing his tools for the day’s work, a glint of something caught his eye.  With a slight hobble in his step, Renji walked over to the window and opened it a crack, letting the glint of light into his shop.  It spun about the room, taking the shape of a small, winged creature before coming to a rest in the old man’s hand. 
 
    It was a lightsong bird, a creature made directly from a light adept’s aura and used to deliver messages across the realm.  Curious, Renji watched as the bird dissolved into essence, leaving just two items in his hands, a small rolled-up piece of parchment and a tiny leather sack. 
 
    Renji focused on the parchment first.  A letter?  Why, he hadn’t received a letter in ages, at least not one that wasn’t hand delivered to him demanding he provides his services for next to nothing.  Taking a seat on the floor, Renji unfolded the parchment and began reading. 
 
      
 
    Dear Renji, 
 
    I hope this letter finds you well.  I still feel bad for the mess I made of things at your shop… Turns out that mess ended up following me back home.  Now we're on the run, having killed Atherune’s illustrious Headmaster and bringing more than a fair share of shame to the academy.  It’s likely that we’ll be chased to the edge of Eons for what we’ve done, but we were left with no choice.  This realm is brutal, and only the strong survive...   
 
    Anyway, the plan is to head north, beyond the reach of Eon’s greater cities.  We're hoping to find refuge in Shadowreach, the lawless city of rogue adepts.  I’m not going to lie… it actually sounds rather exciting. 
 
    By this point you're probably wondering why the hell some outrealmer that stumbled into your shop is wasting his time writing you letters.  Well, the truth is I’m not too sure either.  I just know that you showed me kindness in a place where none existed and asked for nothing in return.  I know that I said I’d make sure you got out of Atherune, and I’m still intent on keeping that promise... but for now, this’ll have to do.  Once more, thank you for sharing your wisdom… you are but a speck of light in a sea of darkness. 
 
    Respectfully, 
 
    Roy Skyworth 
 
      
 
    Renji set the parchment down on the floor and picked up the small, leather pouch.  Slowly, he unraveled its string and dumped the contents into his hand. 
 
    The old man gasped. 
 
    Sitting in his palm was a fully developed spirit stone, its round, glossy edge giving off a black-violet glow.  At its center swirled a second bit of energy, an icy-blue core of divine strength.   
 
    Renji let the stone slip out of his grasp as a tear began to roll down his cheek.  For some time the man had worked alone, toiling away in his workshop, inching ever closer to his inevitable death.  But now… now he’d passed something on, he’d helped create a foundation that the void adept could build upon to create a legacy of his own. 
 
    That thought brought him solace, as if a small part of him had been made immortal...  and perhaps it had.  For in a realm as brutal as Eon, helping forge one’s legacy was a sign of true strength. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Living shadow swirled about the personal chamber of Lord Jeryn Blackstar, a macabre decoration, but one fitting for the leader of the thousand-legged spiders guild.  The man sat cross-legged in the center of the room, hovering inches of the ground in a state of deep meditation.  Every now and then one of the shadow creatures would reach forward and prod at his spirit, but Blackstar’s indomitable will would instinctively force them away.  He was a shadow adept after all, the darkness ingrained into his very soul. 
 
    After many moments of silence, one of the shadows took a humanoid form and retrieved something from Blackstar’s desk, a crystalline scrying orb of flawless design.  On unsteady feet, the shadow lumbered over to Blackstar and placed the orb down in front of him, then began prodding at his spirit once more. 
 
    Finally, the adept’s eyes shot open and the shadow let out a low wail, dissipating into essence and leaving Blackstar alone with the orb.  Seconds later the orb came to life, revealing the image of man in a black tunic, an eyepatch resting over his left eye...  Blackstar’s disciple, Wrath. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt you, my lord,” Wrath’s voice projected from the scrying orb.  “But I have some... pertinent information.” 
 
    “Speak then,” Blackstar replied dryly. 
 
    Wrath sighed.  “It appears the puppet you put into power, Zion Sho, has become... indisposed,” Wrath casually lifted a severed piece of Zion’s head into view, its singular eye staring lifelessly at the lord. 
 
    Blackstar rolled his eyes, as if the loss of Zion was a mere pawn off his chessboard.  “Do you know who did it?” 
 
    Wrath nodded.  “From the information I’ve gathered, it looks to have been the same group that disposed of Varyon in the dungeon.  They seemed to have fled the area in an airship shortly after.” 
 
    Blackstar’s gaze began to tense.  “And what of Varyon?  He has now had two chances to eliminate that group... and he was to do so before word of the spiders reaches anyone else.” 
 
    Wrath nervously moved his jaw from one side to the other.  “I was able to sense a bit of residual essence from Varyon’s aura.  It looks like he was in the area, but has since gone rogue.” 
 
     Blackstar immediately scowled.  The shadows in the room fed off his disdain, swirling around his head like some sort of vile crown as he contemplated his next moves.  “Very well,” he finally replied.  “I’ll have one of our spirikai’s set up new leadership in Atherune while another tracks down that irksome group of adepts.  Instructor Jin seems eager to please…” 
 
    “And of the traitor, Varyon?” Wrath asked. 
 
    “I assumed leave that task for you.  Perhaps you can get some revenge for that eye of yours he took.” 
 
    Wrath did his best to stifle a grin, but his flaring spirit easily gave his excitement way.  “It will be done, my lord.” 
 
    “I know,” Blackstar replied, dismissing his disciple’s connection to the orb.   
 
    As Jeryn Blackstar fell back into meditative position, an unfamiliar feeling began to creep up from his gut.  Was this sensation he was feeling... betrayal? 
 
    Blackstar sat back and processed the peculiar emotion.  He had put a lot of personal effort into Varyon’s growth, first by resurrecting his body with the undying wraith, then by providing him personal training in the ways of the assassin. Perhaps he was even a bit remorseful... No that certainly couldn’t be it.  The boy had potential but so did a sharpened blade.   
 
    Blackstar quickly forced the strange feelings out of his spirit.  No longer would he view the boy as an asset to the spider guild.  From now on he’d only be viewed.. as a casualty of war. 
 
    Somewhat content, Blackstar settled back into his meditation as the living shadows resumed there pacing about the room.  He’d nearly reached a level of deep channeling when something sent an absolute shiver down his spirit.  Jeryn Blackstar shuddered, knowing all too well what awaited once he opened his eyes.  Unfortunately, even lords had higher powers to answer to.  With trepidation Blackstar slowly peeled his eyelids open... and what he found staring back at him was the unwavering gaze of a dark god. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    In Shadowreach, the city of rogue adepts, power was the one and only rule of law.  The time of guilds had long since passed within the city’s walls, making the place a haven for outlaws or those with a reason to run... or for those who chose to live by their own set of rules. 
 
    As dusk took hold of the city a woman walked alone down darkened streets, her pale blue tunic standing out like a beacon for wandering eyes with cruel intentions.  She hadn’t intended to mosey the streets after dark, but a meeting with one of her constituents had dragged on far longer than she expected.  Now she was left to make the trip home alone, vulnerable and exposed. 
 
    The woman’s nerves began to settle as she rounded the final corner, her humble apartment now in sight.  Just a few more steps and she’d be safe behind the walls of- 
 
    A sudden noise brought the woman pause as four dark figures approached from the shadows, surrounding her and cutting off any means of escape.   
 
    “Please,” the woman begged, recognizing the ill intent in each of their eyes.  Although she was a second rank water adept, she would never be able to stand up against four men of equal strength.  And besides, she mostly used her skills for entertainment, not combat! 
 
    “Don’t scream,” one of the men ordered grimly, his dirty, ragged adept’s tunic an accurate reflection of his soul.  “And we’ll let you live.” 
 
    The woman desperately began calling spirit energy into her hands, but a hard shot from behind interrupted her channeling and left her writhing in the street. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” the man said, pulling a jagged blade out of his belt.  Slowly, the man approached the dazed woman, each step heavy with malice.  With a wicked grin, he raised the blade into the air and took aim at the woman’s back... 
 
    The sound of fast-approaching footsteps brought the man’s actions to a pause.  He glanced to the left just in time to see a ball of light streak through the air and incinerate his hand.  The man’s knife clattered to the ground as his gaze locked on his smoking stump, then he let out a scream that could wake even the gods. 
 
    Emerging from the shadows was a fifth man, his body covered in green and brown adept’s attire and his face concealed by a cloth mask.  In his hands, he held a weapon not of this realm, an item from his home world that he’d modified for use on Eon...  his spirit shotgun. 
 
    “Get the hell out of here,” the man ordered, raising the gun and pointing it at the second rogue.  The grimy adept foolishly lunged in, thinking he could get a hold of the newcomer before he struck.  He was quite wrong. 
 
    The masked adept fired his shotgun again, blowing a hole through the man’s chest and dropping him dead where he stood.  Screens of data quickly appeared in the masked man’s vision feeding him data on his last two threats, threats that had begun fleeing for their lives.  For a second, the masked man considered chasing them down.  A quick channeling of his beast aura and an activation of beast form would be more than enough to get the job done... luckily he wasn’t looking to cause any unnecessary bloodshed.  At least, not tonight. 
 
    Slowly, the woman rose from the ground and gave the masked adept a grateful look.  “W-why did you save me?  Who... are you?” 
 
    The adept slung the spirit shotgun across his back and removed his mask, allowing his long hair to fall to his shoulders.  “Just a bit of order in this lawless land,” he replied, adjusting the gold badge pinned to his tunic. 
 
    “Well, what can I call you?” the woman asked, truly grateful for the man’s help. 
 
    He sighed.  “Some have begun calling me the adept of law... if that works for you.” 
 
    She nodded and the man returned the mask to his face before setting off into the night, in pursuit of the next devil hiding in the shadow.  Kai Blaine, former officer of the Phoenix City Police Department, had work to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The End  
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    Roy Skyworth’s Character Sheet 
 
      
 
    Name:  Roy Skyworth 
 
    Void Adept 
 
    Rank: 2nd 
 
    Specialization: Dark Vanguard 
 
    Divine Power: Deep Freeze 
 
      
 
    ////////// 
 
    Base Skills (the pillars of the adept): 
 
    Body Reinforcement  
 
    Aura Blast  
 
    Spirit Evocation 
 
    Meditation  
 
      
 
    Void skills: 
 
    Aura Bullet 
 
    Void Boxing 
 
      
 
    Specialized skills: 
 
    Dark Spiral 
 
    Void Grenade 
 
    ////////// 
 
      
 
    Spirit Growth: 
 
    Aura growth at 20% to rank 3 
 
    Other requirements to reach spiriteka not met 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    1 Phoenix City Police Badge 
 
    1 Void blade 
 
    1 Arc Launcher 
 
    1 Common 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 Books by Darren Hultberg Jr 
 
      
 
    -The Ashverse - 
 
    (Books contained in the Ashadar Universe) 
 
      
 
    The Realmbound Saga 
 
      
 
    Realmbound:  Sword of the Scion 
 
      
 
    amazon.com/dp/B077WWP458 
 
      
 
    Realmbound:  Sword of the Void 
 
      
 
    amazon.com/dp/B07BPFPQJ2 
 
      
 
    Realmbound:  War of the Realms (coming soon!) 
 
      
 
    Aether Gate Online (A litRPG Saga) 
 
      
 
    The Slayer 
 
      
 
    amazon.com/dp/B07DV6Y571 
 
      
 
    The Blade Guardian 
 
      
 
    The Azure Warden (coming soon!) 
 
      
 
      
 
    -Other Series- 
 
      
 
    The Heroes Rising Series 
 
      
 
    Hero Hunter 
 
      
 
    amazon.com/dp/B07GW2Z3YD 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Darren is the Amazon bestselling author of THE SLAYER, the superhero saga HEROES RISING, and the post-apocalyptic fantasy series REALMBOUND.

Embarking on adventures in strange and unfamiliar worlds at an early age, Darren has been heavily involved in the worlds of comic books, anime, science fiction, and especially high fantasy. 

As he grew older, Darren attended community college in 2008, graduating with a degree in childhood education. Later he decided to follow his passion and pursue his dream of writing. He currently resides in Florida with his wife and two children. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Follow me on social media! 
 
      
 
    facebook.com/realmbound 
 
      
 
    Instagram: Author_DarrenHultberg  
 
      
 
    Visit my site! 
 
      
 
    realmbound.wordpress.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Here’s a few great places to talk with other LitRPG authors and readers, find out about all the latest releases and more! 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    LitRPG Forum 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    To learn more about litRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the litRPG GROUP 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    To find out more about Gamelit and interact with other authors and fans, checkout the facebook group GAMELIT SOCIETY 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
DARREN HULTBERG JR






