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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Sidequest:  Maximus 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Work faster you filthy dogs!” 
 
    The jailer’s shouts echoed through the Aether Prison, his magically enhanced voice drowning out the constant grind of metal on stone.  Below, his captives worked with slumped shoulders and bloody, calloused hands, heaving their pickaxes into the air and slamming them into the stone floor as they dug for precious Aether. 
 
    “If you dogs don’t turn something up before sundown, then there’ll be hell to pay!”  The jailer’s tone was nearly as threatening as his appearance… He was a mountain of a man, nearly seven feet tall and brimming with muscle.  He wore dull, crimson armor that was once owned by a member the cinderguard and held a glowing whip in his hand that he could unleash like a bolt of lightning. 
 
    As the jailer hollered, some of the captives picked up the pace, swinging their pickaxe with a bit more urgency as they dug through the ground in search of precious Aether ore.  Many of them had already felt the bite of their captive’s whip and had no interest in revisiting that terrible, unique pain.  Max, however, continued to drone on at a slow, concise pace. 
 
    Maximus wasn’t quite sure how long he’d been stuck there in the Aether Prison, but he knew it’d been far too long.  Each and every day he and the others would be sent to the mining fields where they dug for countless hours, searching for a treasure that would never be their own.  They had been degraded to little more than scum, like mindless NPC’s forced to toil away at their given task with no method of recourse. 
 
    Things hadn’t always been this way, Max was sure of it.  He lived another life before all of this, a life with family and friends, a life with purpose.  Then he logged into Aether Gate Online and the madness had taken hold. 
 
    It wasn’t long after Max logged in that he was taken in by the ravens.  They had promised him a cure to his uncontrollable rage, but instead, they held him captive, experimenting on his body, molding him into a weapon of their liking. 
 
    After building him up, those raven bastards proved just how cruel they were, forcing him to do battle against his last remaining friend, Adam.  Though he nearly killed the man, Max’s battle with Adam also gave him something valuable… a bit of clarity.  Sure, the madness was still there, wreaking constant havoc on his mind, but he’d also gained back some control.  There were even some nights where Max could stare up at Aetheria’s dual moons and for a brief moment, feel like himself… 
 
    Of course, the ravens quickly noticed the change in Max’s behavior.  They had promised Adam that they would rehabilitate his friend, but that was never an option.  Instead, the sent him to a northern sect of the Aether Prison to dig until his fingers bled.  And that is where he remained, trapped in an endless cycle of servitude and pain. 
 
    “Get to work boy before I come down there and take one of those arms off!” the jailer yelled directly at Max this time, flexing a large, jagged sword in his grasp while the whip remained tightly coiled in the other.  Max nodded, giving the man a glare before abandoning his daydreams and heaving his pickaxe into stone.  Again, and again he slammed the tool down, breaking away pieces of rock as he dug his damned hole. 
 
    GLUG! 
 
    Maximus paused as the tip of his axe slammed into something… odd.  A piece of soft soil, perhaps?  He made a quick glance at the jailer to ensure the man’s attention was elsewhere, then leaned down and wiped away the loose rubble.  What he found nearly made him jump out of his skin. 
 
    Buried in the rocky soil was a large, globular substance embedded with a singular, black eye.  It glared back up at Max, its expression sour as if it had just been woken from a nap. 
 
    “That hurt,” an ancient voice growled, the words guttural and slow as if the creature speaking them had just awakened.  Max lifted his pickaxe into the air and stared down at his feet in disbelief… then he swung the axe down again. 
 
    “I said stop that!” the oozy glob roared, vibrating beneath Max’s feet and nearly causing him to fall on his face.  Anger began to stir in his stomach, an urge usually brought on by the madness, but he gritted his teeth and forced it back down.  Slowly, he took a knee and got himself a closer look at the anomaly. 
 
    Without warning, a translucent notification appeared in Max’s vision.  During his bout of madness, the screens had been indiscernible.  But now that he had wrestled some semblance of control back, he could finally read them clear as day. 
 
      
 
    Kazyrak 
 
    Primordial Sprite 
 
      
 
    Max’s eyes went wide… this creature was a sprite?  He’d seen some of those before, at least as far as he could remember.  Some had flown through the sky alongside the airship that had taken him north.  Others, he’d seen on the shoulders of some powerful ravens, as if the creatures had shared a bond with the men. 
 
    “Uh, sorry.  What the hell are you doing down there?” Max asked, keeping his voice to a whisper as to not alert the jailer.  If that bastard saw Max stop working, he’d likely come down there and take one of his arms. 
 
    “I’m stuck, clearly,” the sprite responded dryly as if the answer was all too obvious.  “My master… he was killed when he was brought north to help the wardens fight off those damned demon creatures.” 
 
    “Demon… creatures?” 
 
    The sprite let out a low grumble.  “Yes… demon creatures.  The Asurans.” 
 
    The mention of the word Asuran made Max shiver, though he wasn’t quite sure why… probably another evil creature in this world looking to enslave him or drink his blood or whatever.  Either way, he just wanted to get away from all the violence and craziness and give his mind a chance to heal. 
 
    “So, those things… they put you in the ground here?” Max asked, trying to gain what little information he could before he had to move. 
 
    “No,” the sprite responded emphatically.  “They wanted to drain me.  I… I’m not sure how I got sealed down here.  Musta been during one of the battles…  but that doesn’t matter right this second.  I need to get out!”  the creature let out a low, frustrated grumble as he inspected Max, clearly not impressed with the young man. 
 
    Max returned the spirit’s gaze with an inquisitive stare.  He wasn’t really sure what to do in this situation.  Reporting the sprite might spare him a beating down the road…  Then again, maybe this thing could help him get the hell out of here, if only he could find a way to get it out of the ground. 
 
    “Well, are you just going to stand there boy?” the sprite growled, his voice a bit too loud for Max’s comfort.  “Or do you plan on staring at me some more like I’m a piece of furniture.” 
 
    “Would you keep it down?!” Max urged, praying that the jailer wasn’t looking in his direction.  “It's not that easy, alright?  We’re in a prison camp… If I start digging you out, they’ll kill me and do who knows what to you.” 
 
    The sprite let out a disapproving grumble.  “If my master were here, he’d summon me to his side, and together we would tear through the measly ranks of this prison camp.” 
 
    “Well, it turns out you got left in a hole in the ground,” Max shot back, causing the sprite’s singular eye to wince.  “Now just be quiet and let me think.”  
 
    That was easier said than done for Max, especially with the effects of the madness still infiltrating his thoughts.  If only he could focus for a moment, then perhaps he could come up with a damned answer… 
 
    A sudden symphony of sirens filled the air, bringing pause throughout the prison camp and disrupting Max’s already disoriented thoughts. 
 
    “Line up dogs!” The jailer yelled from his post.  “Its everyone’s favorite time of the week... a trip down into the tunnels!” 
 
    Max’s heart began to pound as he watched the others drop their tools and make their way towards the center of the yard.  The tunnels had become a thing of nightmares among Max and the other prisoners...  Located, miles beneath the facility, it was a place where captives got sent to try their hand at recovering one of the realm’s buried, long-forgotten treasures.  It was also a place that no prisoner had ever returned from alive... 
 
    “Did you hear me, boy?!  I said line up!” the jailer howled at Max before leaping down from his perch.  The man began to make his way towards Max as the other guards moved in to secure the line of prisoners.  By the gods, he was going to absorb this punishment all on his own! 
 
    “What, are you suddenly hard of hearing?” the jailer asked as he uncoiled his whip and allowed it to drag on the floor. 
 
    “N-no,” Max sputtered, trying to stave off the fear building in the pit of his stomach.  His gaze shifted nervously from the approaching Jailer back to the imprisoned sprite. 
 
    “Well if you ain’t hard a’ hearing then you must be feelin like makin things difficult.” the jailer spat as he pulled back on the whip.  “That’s ok though... I can do difficult.” 
 
    “No, wait!” Max cried as the whip cut through the air and struck his forehead, snapping his head back and sending his body crashing into the ground. 
 
      
 
    Condition: Dazed 
 
      
 
    “What the...” Max muttered, disoriented from the ferocious blow.  He reached his hand to his head and felt a fair amount of blood... his blood, leaking from a large gash near his hairline.  Even worse, his health reticle was now missing a generous chunk. 
 
    Maximus blinked as he tried to sit up and regain his composure but a second snap of the whip tore open his chest and sent him crashing back down in a wave of agony. 
 
    Anger began to surge through the young guardian, anger at his attacker, anger for being stuck in such a goddamn awful situation, anger fueled by the madness.  He wanted so badly to just rise up and send that jailer and his whip into oblivion, but the man’s power level was too high and Max didn’t have a single weapon... 
 
    Suddenly Max’s eyes went wide as he felt something shift beneath his back.  Ignoring the taunts of the approaching jailer, he rolled to his stomach and found himself face to face with the entrapped sprite. 
 
    “Free me,” the creature beckoned, it’s voice softer, more welcoming than before.  “Free me and  together we can end our suffering.” 
 
    The footsteps of the jailer echoed in Max’s ears as they grew closer.  The sound of the whip tightening in his grasp rang out clear as day... and yet the young guardian pushed it all out of his mind.  Max new that an onslaught of pain awaited him in mere seconds, but hearin the sprite’s words had forced his mind to shift to a singular focus... 
 
    Freedom. 
 
    Frantically, Max began to dig at the crumbling earth, his hands moving with purpose as he worked to free the sprite.  Another tremendous wave of pain shot through him as the whip sliced through his back, but Max fought through it and continued to tear at the ground. 
 
    With a heave Max removed a large chunk of dirt, revealing some sort of runic collar that seemed to be holding the slime sprite in place.  Determined, Max reached down and placed both hands on the rusted metal ring, preparing to yank it free from the earth. 
 
    “Don’t move!”  This time the jailer’s words sent a chill down Max’s spine as he felt the man’s jagged blade come to a rest on his shoulder.  “Or I’ll cut your head clean off.” 
 
    Suddenly, Max was faced with a near-impossible decision.  If he attempted to seize the sprite’s power and failed, he’d likely be dead in a matter of seconds. But walking away from this opportunity, this one tiny chance at freedom....  he wasn’t sure his soul could take it.  He’d rather go mad. 
 
    “Now rise slowly and let me see what you got in yer mits,” the jailer ordered, pressing his blade just a little harder into Max’s neck. 
 
    “So be it,” Max replied.  Then in a singular act of defiance, he rose to his feet, yanking the binding out of the ground. 
 
    “Why you little-“ were the only words the jailer managed to utter before a massive wave of blue, slimy substance erupted at Max’s feet.  The slime wrapped around the guardian’s body, knocking the jailer back with such force that his jagged sword went flying from his grasp. 
 
    Max’s body tensed as the globular mass of slime formed around his tall frame, conforming to the contours of his body while adding a considerable amount of bulk.  Small, knobby spikes protruded from Max’s shoulders as rivets formed across his ribs.  Finally, the slime formed over his face, creating a featureless blue mask save for a pair of jet black eyes. 
 
    “Holy crap...” Max said, lifting his arms to inspect the thick blue substance that had taken form over his body.  It was as if the sprite had molded itself into a form-fitting, full-body suit of armor.  Max felt stronger, faster, his mind more clear.  He felt... unstoppable. 
 
    Suddenly, a notification appeared in the guardian’s vision. 
 
      
 
    Familiar bonded: Kazyrak (primordial sprite) 
 
      
 
    As he blinked away the translucent screen, he noticed a new status icon had appeared beneath his health reticle.   
 
      
 
    Symbiotic Armor 
 
    The primordial sprite grafts itself to its companion, vastly improving on mutual strength, speed, and combat effectiveness. 
 
      
 
    This was it.  This is what Max needed to break his chains and escape this wretched place.  This was his chance and dammit he was going to take it! 
 
    “What the hell do you think yer doing?!” the jailer spat as he returned to his feet, whip cracking in his hand.  Max turned to face him, his symbiotic armor helping him match the jailer’s size. 
 
    “I’m getting out of here,” Max replied coldly, his muscles twitching with anticipation.  He quickly eyed the exit to the quarry, still quite a ways off.  However, something else caught his eye that lied mere feet away. 
 
    The jailer’s eyes shifted to the ground as well, focusing on the item that lied in between the two... the jagged-edge longsword. 
 
    Without another word, the jailer snapped his whip towards the fallen blade, aiming to lash the weapon and return it to his hand.  Maximus reacted on instinct, reaching forward despite the blade being too far out of his reach.  To his surprise, the primordial armor responded to his actions, stretching from his hand like a long, slimy appendage and latching onto the blade’s hilt. 
 
      
 
    Ever-reaching Grasp 
 
      
 
    Max recoiled the outstretched piece of symbiotic armor, snapping the sword into his hands just as the jailer’s whip struck the ground.  The brute’s eyes went wide as Max lifted the blade into the air, it’s jagged edge gleaming in the light of Aetheria’s red sun.  Then, moving with the purpose of a man fighting for his freedom...  Maximus charged. 
 
    The guardian was on the jailer in an instant, his dexterity pushed to a level he couldn’t have fathomed before.  The jailer tried to slow Max with a coil strike, but by the time he had his whip into position the jagged blade was already tearing into his flesh.  
 
    Adrenaline and Aether coursed through his veins, giving Maximus a surge of energy as he watched the jailer’s health reticle begin to deplete.  However, in the corner of his vision, he could see the other guards take notice and beginning to move in.  If he was going to take his revenge then he would have to do it quick! 
 
    The jailer reset his stance with a growl and launched another coil strike in Max’s direction, his whip glowing with power.  Max ducked the strike and lunged forward, slashing at his opponent’s midsection and causing lifeblood to spray across the quarry’s floor. 
 
    Continuing his motion, Max rose behind his now doubled-over opponent and grabbed the back of his head.  Channeling all of his anger, all of his pent up rage, the guardian used his other hand to slam the jagged blade into the top of the jailer’s head.  The man let out a sickening moan as his health reticle faded, though it quickly ceased as Max gave the blade a visceral yank downwards and sheered the man in two. 
 
    A feeling of elation washed over Max as he gazed at his now dead tormentor.  After all this time he’d finally earned a victory for himself in this damned realm! 
 
    A mere breath later his primal familiar’s voice echoed in his mind.  Good work boy, but we need to run now! 
 
    Before Max could respond a crossbow bolt slammed into his shoulder with a resounding THUD, leaving a small impression in his symbiotic armor.  The guardian’s gaze immediately shifted to the quarry where a small troop of prison guards had begun to move in on his location. 
 
    “What do I do?” Max muttered under his breath, still uncertain about his new companion’s capabilities. 
 
    “Use me,” the sprite responded, this time speaking through the armor.  “And fight!” 
 
    Sometime later, Maximus emerged from one of the Aether prison’s sewer gates covered in blood and filth.  Somewhere behind him were a trail of bodies… the guards that foolishly got in his way.  And in front of him lied miles of intense heat and scorched earth.  
 
    But that didn’t matter.  None of it did...  because for the first time since arriving on this blasted realm... 
 
    Max was free. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1 
 
      
 
    The Battle of Yggrash 
 
      
 
    Main Quest:  Zander Darkblade 
 
      
 
    Aetheria was a war zone. 
 
    We thought we’d claimed some sort of victory back at the blade temple, thought we’d dealt a substantial blow to the Asurans by defeating Morose and his followers, but the assault on the temple was just the beginning.  These demons had taken to the stars and conquered entire realms… a single loss would do little to deter them from taking Aetheria.  They would raze every town and city in existence until no one was left to resist them.  They would never rest. 
 
    But neither would we.  
 
    “Get your weapons ready!” Ezry roared, raising her blade-hand into the air as a group of soldiers gathered at her flank.  “The gods of this realm are dead, so there’s no glory in dying.  Make sure your aim is true and send these ravens straight to the abyss!”   
 
    As Ezry finished her speech the Gates of Yggrash burst apart and members of ravenflight began to flood in, blades drawn and ready to spill blood. 
 
    Part of me still couldn’t believe this was happening.  It was only days ago that we’d escaped from the obliteration of Lorethain and made a stand at the temple of blades.  Some paid the ultimate price, including my father...  Still, we persevered. 
 
    Gathering our wounded, we fled the blade temple and made our way south towards Yggrash.  As we made our departure, we were reunited with Helena and her newly formed band of sprite-welders.  Apparently, she had sprung them from the cells beneath Ravenhold and guided them away from danger.  I was certain Brenton had something to do with it as well, but better not to argue with a woman that could summon demons from the abyss. 
 
    We had made our way back to Yggrash as a collective of soldiers and sprite-wielders and refugees, hoping to find a bit of a reprieve...  instead, we found Greygor and his men already slain and another force of ravens nearly knocking at the gates.   
 
    And so, like so many times before, we raised our blades and fought on. 
 
    “Charge!” Ezry shouted as Ravenflight crashed through the gates and into the city.  Immediately her small troop of Iron Wolves rushed in accompanied by a reserve of Tidecaller warriors wielding long, iron tridents.  The men were eager to defend their homestead, and the death of Greygor and his small group had ignited a fire in their souls. 
 
    Sparks flew as the two sides clashed and weapons smashed into armor, knocked away shields and tore through flesh.  The Wolves and the Tidecallers combined to create a formidable force and even appeared to be staving off the assault... at least that’s what I thought until I peered beyond the broken gate.   
 
    My eyes went wide as I spied hundreds of Ravenflight members dashing through the marshlands towards the secluded city, bringing with them death and ruin.  Some of them wore crazed looks on their faces while others appeared resolute, all with weapons gripped tightly in hands adorned with thick, black gloves.  It almost seemed as if the group carried a dark energy with them as they descended on the city. They were anticipating a slaughter, but I’d be damned if I was going to allow that to happen. 
 
    It was time to step in. 
 
    “Burn the wings off these bastards!” Helena roared, raising a fist into the air as her eyes flickered with crimson Aether.  Her group of sprite-wielders quickly mobilized behind her as weapons were drawn and sprites rose into the air or entered their companions as balls of light... and just in time, for the second group of ravens had breached the gates. 
 
    Without hesitation, I rushed towards the first raven in my path, a warrior who stood nearly a foot taller than me and held a massive poleaxe in his grasp. 
 
      
 
    Gunther 
 
    Lvl 30 Warrior 
 
      
 
    Acting on instinct, I reached out to forge nevermore from shadow, but nothing materialized in my grasp.  Dammit all, in the heat of battle I’d nearly forgotten that Morose had broken my blade.  But no matter... with the power of five sprites at my disposal I was far from unarmed. 
 
    “Titania!” I called out, urging the divinity Sprite into my grasp.  The angelic familiar hadn’t spoken since our bond was formed back at the blade temple, but I could feel her intent echoing through my body and soul.  She wanted vengeance for her former master, Cadmus Black.  She wanted to end the Asurans that had brought pain and discourse to her realm.  She wanted blood. 
 
    Suddenly, the divinity Sprite descended into my palm, the wrappings covering her body tightening as her slender body took the form of a long, opal blade.  I marveled at the weapon as it’s wrapped hilt came to a rest in my hand, it’s edge gleaming with runic markings that glowed with a soft, azure light.   
 
      
 
    Titan Blade 
 
       
 
    A legendary familiar blade formed from the divinity Sprite, Titania.  The sprite is infused with blessings from the god Titelus, giving her blade form a destructive edge that remains unmatched. 
 
      
 
    I willed away the notification as the sprite’s awesome power coursed through my grasp.  This sprite was the weapon that Yonda had spoken of, the power to deal death to the Asurans...  and now it was mine to wield. 
 
    The warrior Gunther activated the skill whirlwind as he made his approach, swinging his poleaxe wildly in a circle as he tried to cut me down.  I quickly rolled to his right, ducking under the blade of the axe as it sliced through the air just inches above my head. 
 
    “Kord, immobilize him!” I yelled, pointing at the man’s pivoting feet.  My nature familiar responded in kind, entrapping the man’s ankles with his long tongue and bringing his spin to a sudden halt.  The warrior tried to adjust, but his momentum was just too great, and he crashed into the ground with a hard thud.   
 
    Before he could rise, I leaped onto the man, slamming my sword into his back with tremendous force.  Suddenly, the runes on my Titan blade brightened as a thin trail of lightning ran down its opal edge and entered my opponent’s body.  The man screamed as his armor electrified, trapping him in an armored shell of high voltage pain. 
 
    Damn was this sprite awesome! 
 
    Before the man could recover, I wound up and delivered a stiff kick to his chin, draining him of another chunk of HP and sending him into unconsciousness. 
 
    “Zander, look out!” Razyr, my drake familiar roared as another attacker approached from behind.  I pivoted just in time to see a spear-wielding dragoon charging at me, the tip of his weapon pointed at my heart.  The man thrust forward with a vicious strike, but his spear passed through my apparition as I activated illusionary strike.   He stumbled forward, giving me the chance to land a well-placed slash from behind. 
 
      
 
    Critical Hit! 
 
      
 
    The man’s health reticle dropped dramatically as my blade sliced through his cloak and into his flesh.  Another arc of lightning leaped off the weapon and entered my opponent, this time leaving tiny trails of smoke drifting off his leather armor.  Alright, two down, I thought to myself as experience points showered me and I geared up to dive into the fray.  My eyes shifted towards the others as I raised my blade back into fighting position... 
 
    But another strike never came.  Despite my eagerness to dive into battle, I was stopped in my tracks as I caught sight of the spectacle unfolding in front of me.  The Ravens had made their move and charged through the gates of Yggrash, but they were not getting far.  No, they had been brought to a sudden halt by the unmatched strength of my companions. 
 
    Helena wore a grin on her face as she brought her hands together and released a torrent of hellfire into a small group of ravens.  Brenton crouched low and ran his index fingers across the ground, tracing an intricate rune into the dirt before activating a spell.  Suddenly, a massive spire of stone launched into the air, crashing into an opposing spellcaster and sending her flying back over the city’s gate. 
 
    My eyes shifted to Rhylor who charged into the group of ravens as he rode atop his black dire wolf, a look of ferocity etched into his face.  His eyes flickered with an azure glow as he channeled Vice’s Aether through his body, gripping a finely crafted axe in each hand.  As enemies approached, he swung an axe to the right, slicing into the side of an assailant’s neck before shifting to his left and slamming an axe blade into another raven’s skull.  It was a marvel to watch the ranger work, clearing out enemies with ruthless precision. 
 
    A split second passed as I studied the others and another pair of ravens broke off from the assault force, charging in my direction.  The two demonstrated superior coordination as they moved to surround me, cutting in at near-perfect angles to prevent any escape.  No matter... I’d just overwhelm them with force. 
 
    “I’m moving in!” the raven directly in front of me shouted.  He was a guardian dressed in full plate with a tower shield that covered nearly his entire body. Still, I’d eliminated tanky opponents before.  All I had to do was locate a vulnerable spot in his armor and- 
 
    “Shieldmaster’s challenge!” the man yelled, slamming the handle of his Morningstar against his shield and drawing me in with his taunt.  I fought with all of my might to resist it, but the magickal urge to attack him was just too strong and soon I found myself charging in recklessly, Titan blade raised above my head. 
 
    “Got him!” the other raven to my right yelled, a duelist with a pair of gleaming obsidian shortswords that seemed to match her slick, black hair.  The woman dashed forward to intercept my charge, planning to skewer me with her blades as I passed.  With my focus unnaturally forced onto the guardian, I would be an easy target for the sharp ends of her blades… unfortunately for her, she never got that far. 
 
    Hilda dived in between the duelist and I, fiery dragon blade in one hand and aegis shield in the other. Before the raven could adjust, she activated a shield slam, slamming Corvus into the woman’s nose and knocking her back towards the mayhem ensuing at the gates.  She pursued her target into the fray, leaving just me and the guardian.  I grinned as I rushed in and embraced the taunt. 
 
    He didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    “Sledge!” I yelled, calling to my familiar as I leaped in for a strike. The sprite formed into a  long-handled Warhammer in my grasp, surprising the enemy guardian as I swung the weapon in with all my might. 
 
    The man grunted beneath his helm as my hammer slammed into his shield, and again as I followed up with a quick slash of my blade, then a second hammer strike.  Thanks to the added strength from my sprites, I could wield each of the weapons with one hand, and dammit all I was going to put them to good use. 
 
    Hammer, blade, hammer, blade... I was relentless with my assault as I forced my opponent back on his heels.  The man tried to steel himself, tightening his grip on his shield as he desperately worked to secure his footing.  As a guardian, he had a number of defensive skills at his disposal, though most required the man to fall into a specific stance… and that I would not allow. 
 
    “Kinetic blade!” I howled, releasing all of my built-up kinetic energy with a single strike.  My Titan blade erupted with red-hot light as it smashed into the guardian’s shield, knocking the man clear off his feet and sending him spiraling across the battlefield before slamming into the far wall.  For a second it looked like he was going to rise, but that quickly changed as the man crumbled into a smoking, unconscious heap, his health reticle all but depleted. 
 
    The battle continued to rage on as waves of ravens crashed into gates, quickly meeting their ends against the combined forces of the Wolves and the Tidecallers.  Many of Helena’s sprite-wielders proved particularly effective, employing the use of their unique sprite skills with deadly efficiency.  One such combatant, a young green-haired warrior, managed to capture the attention of many.  Bonding with his rare insectoid sprite, the man flew above the battlefield in a suit of slick, winged armor as he out-maneuvered a group of ravens before single-handedly knocking them out of the sky. 
 
    Finally, after several moments of intense fighting, the Ravens began to taper off.  Despite suffering some losses, it looked like another victory was within our grasp… 
 
    Then came the final wave. 
 
    “Boss fight incoming!” one of the Iron Wolves yelled, drawing the attention of the combatants nearby.  During my short time with the wolves, I’d quickly learned that they had adopted the term boss fight to signal the arrival of an enemy officer.  It was fitting really, given the fact that our bodies had been imbued with a game interface during our soul’s transfer to the realm. 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming!” I responded as Salence’s Dragonfire torched a nearby raven, giving me a clear path to the front of the skirmish.  As I reached the gate, I caught sight of the ‘boss fight’ that the iron wolf had spoken of.  Riding on horseback, a man approached in gleaming darksilver armor, his pauldrons adorned with a pair of massive spikes and an over-sized greatsword strapped to his side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Warmonger 
 
    Lvl 1 commander (lvl 40 warrior base class) 
 
      
 
    The fearsome-looking man was a commander, a prestige class similar to Highlord in that it gave the traveler a superior power boost.  In fact, judging by the man’s warrior level of 40, it looked as though the prestige class was nearly 4 times as powerful as that of a normal one. 
 
    As the man approached, he raised a fist into the air and chanted something indistinguishable.  Seconds later, a dark light settled over the remaining ravens, giving them a slight boost in power.  Dammit all, this was the type of enemy that could turn the tides of battle.  We had to deal with him, and deal with him now. 
 
    “To me!” I yelled to my familiars, preparing to absorb as much of their Aether into my body as I could.  A hand firmly gripped my shoulder though, bringing me pause as I turned to meet Ezry’s intense gaze.   
 
    “Help the others clean up the rest of these ravens,” she said, half asking, half ordering me through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Wait. I can-,” I began to respond, before noticing the look of resolve etched into her face. 
 
    “I had a few run-ins with this one before,” she interjected, eyes locked onto the commander.  “He killed some good men.  You got Morose... let me have this one.”  
 
    I nodded, then re-directed Salence And Razyr back into the thick of battle before charging in behind them.  That left Ezry at the center of the battlefield, face to face with the imposing commander... 
 
    Just a wolf and her prey. 
 
    “Zyastrix, now!” Ezry yelled, calling her wraith familiar to her side with a defiant shout.  In previous battles, the woman had used the sprite to disable mobile foes, but now it looked like she was employing a new strategy...  She was bonding with the wraith. 
 
    Zyastrix soared to her location, forming into a translucent ball of light before entering the battle archer’s body.  Suddenly, a translucent veil of energy began to envelop the woman as her eyes adopted a soft white glow.  Barely visible tendrils extended from her shoulders and body as her hair starting flowing aimlessly atop her head, as if the battle archer were now underwater.  Finally, a long, ghostly blade began to extend from the point at which her blade hand ended, creating a sinewy translucent sword that could match any weapon on the battlefield. 
 
    In all my time on Aetheria I’d never seen anyone bond with a wraith familiar, but dammit all was it ever amazing! 
 
    In an act of defiance, Ezry raised her free hand into the air and gestured the commander to come forth.  He showed little emotion but quickly obliged, spurring his horse forward as he drew his blade. 
 
    Ezry struck first, launching her translucent tendrils at the man with surprising speed.  Warmonger, her opponent swept his blade out wide, intending to cut away the ghostly appendages as they drew close... but he was not their target. 
 
    The tendrils wrapped tightly around the legs of Warmonger’s horse, solidifying as they pulled the creature’s hooves together and sending both beast and rider crashing to the ground.  Ezry charged them without hesitation, looking more like some sort of spirit than a human as the veil of ghostly armor encompassed her body. 
 
    Two other Ravens backed away from the woman as she descended on Warmonger with her blade.  Unfortunately, her opponent was also a skilled combatant and managed to spring to his feet and parry the blow. 
 
    Ezry growled something through gritted teeth then pressed forward, striking several times in quick succession and forcing the commander back on his heels. It was clear the woman’s batllebond had afforded her an increase in speed, and she was more than ready to put it to good use. 
 
    In an effort to create some breathing room, the commander swept his greatsword out wide, channeling a skillshot that made his blade glow with red light.  It was a powerful skill with enough force to drop most any opponent... it was also the attack that would seal his fate. 
 
    I watched as Ezry went ethereal for the briefest of seconds, phasing through the attack before reforming directly in front of her foe.  
 
    “Die!” she yelled, her voice seemingly hollow as she stabbed her ghost blade directly into the man’s chest.  The commander tried to back away, but tendrils latched themselves onto his head and neck before unleashing a devastating assault on his mind.  Immediately, the man began to howl like a battlefield banshee, drawing looks of fear from both ravens and wolves alike.  In a single breath, the remains of his health reticle faded and his sword clattered to the ground. 
 
    And just like that, it was over. 
 
    The coordinated attack of the Ravens devolved into a sloppy retreat as those remaining attempted to escape with their lives.  Many fled after witnessing their commanding officer fall alongside their brethren, while others seemed shaken by the sight of the ghostly spirit wreaking havoc on the battlefield.  Really, I couldn’t blame them.  Wraith familiars were a rarity on Aetheria, and Ezry’s full bond with her familiar Zyastrix had transformed the pair into something downright terrifying.   
 
    After several moments of chasing down the few remaining ravens, the forces of Yggrash breathed a collective sigh of relief.  Once again, we had faced the ravens and once again we had come out victorious.  Still, standing there at the gates of Yggrash amongst the mangled bodies of Tidecaller and Iron Wolf soldiers, I had to wonder if victory was an appropriate term. 
 
    I took a final look around, absorbing the mayhem, the death, and destruction that had been brought to this city my father loved so much.  I had become accustomed to battle since arriving on Aehtiera, but this… this sight made my heartache.   
 
    “So many killed… and for what?” I muttered. 
 
    Razyr climbed atop my shoulder and nuzzled his scaly hide into my neck.  “Because humans are foolish,” he uttered in his odd, childlike voice. 
 
    “When did you get so damn smart?” I asked, reaching up and gently scratching at the soft spot behind his ear. 
 
    Razyr cocked his head to the side.  “Maybe when we bonded… I stole some intelligence from you.” 
 
    I let out a chuckle.  “You damned ball of scales… was that a compliment or an insult?” 
 
    Razyr shrugged.  “Both?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I conceded.  Then, summoning my other familiars to my side, I gathered myself and headed back towards the center of town. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    An hour or so passed as our remaining forces regrouped within the city’s walls.  A small group of forgers and smiths went to work alongside their builder sprites as they re-constructed a functioning gate while a group of relatively unharmed soldiers stood guard.  The others, those who bore the scars of battle, sought attention to their wounds or checked on the status of missing friends.   
 
    As for me.... well, I couldn’t manage to peel my eyes away from Ezry.  The woman’s battlebond with her wraith familiar was truly fascinating and with a growing party of my own sprites, it left me wanting to know more. 
 
    “That... that was amazing,” I blurted out as the battle archer strolled past me, a pair of iron wolves trailing shortly behind.  She nodded, briefly meeting my gaze before continuing past.  I sighed then turned and caught up to her, eager to learn more about her strange power.  “That transformation you underwent... it was unbelievable!  Why didn’t you use that when we faced off against Morose?” 
 
    Suddenly she paused, her eyes peering off into the distance rather than at me.  “Because it’s terrifying,” she replied, her voice even and cold.  “When I bond with Zy, it feels like I’m teetering on the edge of existence, like I’m one step away from plummeting into the abyss.” 
 
    I paused as I noticed the strain in the woman’s voice.  Bonding with my familiars had been natural, if not a little painful in the beginning.  Still, I’d overcome that pain quickly and forged powerful bonds with each of my sprites. I hadn’t ever considered the experience to be frightening, but then again, I hadn’t bonded with any sprites from the Dark House either (and especially not any that resembled wraiths). 
 
    “Anyways, you should be less concerned with me and more worried about resting up, Darkblade,”  Ezry said, quickly changing the topic.  “The Wolves, the Tidecallers, and whoever else can fight will be convening later.   We’re going to make a plan on how  to best handle the ravens, and I’d like you present.” 
 
    “Count on it,” I replied, giving the woman a firm nod.  There was no way in hell I was going to miss a chance at Vexes.  Not after all this. 
 
    “Good,” Ezry replied.  Then, with a quick salute she continued on her way, her wraith familiar floating behind her just barely visible in her shadow.  I shivered as the sprite’s translucent tentacles wriggled through the air. 
 
    “Those sprites... they skirt the edge of life and death,” Razyr said as he repositioned himself atop my left shoulder.  They do not always play nice with their bonded.” 
 
    “And you do?” I retorted, giving the drake a playful stare. 
 
    “Nice enough,” Salence cut in, swooping down to land on my opposite shoulder.  “Without us, you’d likely be quite dead.”  Sledge and Kord both sat at my feet and nodded in agreement, earning themselves a glare.  Titania, however, remained silent as she floated in the sky just feet above. 
 
    What an odd creature she was, always hovering by my side, ever silent, devoid of emotion except for the readiness of combat I sensed within her.  I paused to consider the mysterious new sprite I’d acquired when an all too familiar voice caught my ear. 
 
    “Zan!” Hilda called, flagging me down from the far end of the street.  She was relatively unscathed from the battle,  though her hair was still an unkempt mess from dashing around in imperious stance. 
 
    I walked over and wrapped my arms around her slender frame, meeting the guardian’s welcoming gaze.  I hadn’t quite figured it out, but somehow her eyes carried both a tenderness and a ferocity to them, two halves that I admired equally. 
 
    “Done convening with Yonda already?” I asked as Kord leaped onto her shoulder and began adjusting her hair.  Despite our bond the nature familiar had grown quite fond of the woman, so much so that it made her own Sprite Ivan a bit jealous. 
 
    After the battle, Hilda had immediately been summoned to Yonda’s temple for reason unbeknownst to me.  The two women had developed a rather close relationship ever since our first visit to Yggrash, and I never really felt it was my place to pry. 
 
    “I am for now,” she replied, a slight grin forming at the edge of her lips.  “But then again, it’s not me she wants to see.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow and gave her a quizzical stare.  “No?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Nope.  Apparently, she’s been knee-deep in research since she found out what happened at the blade temple.  She wants to see you, Zan.  She has… questions.” 
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    A Drink with Old Friends 
 
      
 
    Walking through the doors of Vorghan’s temple felt a bit like deja vu.  The last time I’d been here, my meeting with Yonda carried a feeling of finality to it, as if it were just another stepping stone on a grand quest to save the realm.  But this... for some reason this felt like taking a step back.   
 
    Sure, we’d won the battle for the city, but the place had been mostly destroyed in the process, and each skirmish resulted in the loss of more and more men.  I could see it, I could feel it in the air... before long, we were going to falter. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Yonda said as I entered her chamber, familiars in tow and Hilda at my side.  She seemed a bit more animated than when I had spoken to her before, though it soon became clear that it wasn’t because of me.  No, she was far more interested in the new member of my company. 
 
    “The legendary blade of Cadmus Black...” she uttered, eyeing Titania as if she were the most fascinating thing the seer had ever seen.  “I should’ve known it was a sprite!” 
 
    Titania twitched, giving her angelic wings a sudden flap as the seer stepped closer.  Yonda lifted her hand and began reaching towards the familiar, then paused and turned to me. 
 
    “Hilda has told me you’ve begun the warden’s path.  Has this sprite brought any further revelations to what that might entail?” 
 
    “No,” I replied, pursing my lips into a frown.  With the twitch of a finger, I pulled up my menu and scrolled through until I found my most recent quest. 
 
      
 
    Prestige Class Path:  Path of the Azure Warden 
 
      
 
    Requirements 
 
    The True Path of Power: 5/6 familiars obtained 
 
    The Blessing of the Six: 0/1 Enchantments obtained 
 
    The Mantle of the Azure Warden: 1/3 Sequences unlocked 
 
      
 
    As I looked over the translucent screen of information, I couldn’t help but find it a bit frustrating.  This supposed awesome power was at the tip of my fingers, and yet I had no real idea on how to take the final step towards achieving it.  Not to mention I was still short a familiar… 
 
    With a sigh, I read off the unmet requirements listed in front of me.  Yonda listened intently, raising an eyebrow as she inspected my clear frustration.  Then she spoke, “Each and every prestige class has special pre-requisites that must be met before their power can be unlocked… that is why they are prestigious.  It just seems that the path of the azure warden may be a bit less… direct.”  Suddenly, she turned her gaze back towards Titania.  “Perhaps I can help you uncover some of the answers you so desire by taking a closer look at the new addition to your team.”  Once more she reached a hand towards Titania.  “May I?” 
 
    My muscles immediately tensed at the question.  Even though Yonda posed no threat, I couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of protection for my familiars (even the quiet ones).  They were more than just creatures, they were beings that had bonded with me on the most intimate of levels, granting me power that reverberated through both my body and soul.  They were a part of me. 
 
    Yonda began to recoil her hand, but I gave her a slow nod, giving the woman permission to proceed.  Suddenly, the seer’s eyes illuminated with a bright aetherial glow as she activated her spell, ancestral vision. 
 
      
 
    Ancestral Vision 
 
    The seer connects with the Aether of a person or item, gazing into their past.  Often times, these visions are connected to periods of heightened stress or emotion and typically reflect important points in the item or person’s history. 
 
      
 
    After a moment of silence, Yonda began to stroll around Titania’s floating body.  “A-amazing,” she uttered as she inspected the sprite, seeing things with her vision that I couldn’t possibly fathom.  The familiar’s angelic wings flapped gently in the air, keeping the creature levitated mere feet off the ground. 
 
    “What is it, Yonda?” Hilda asked.  “What are you seeing?” 
 
    Yonda took a deep breath, pausing as she made her way back to the front of the familiar.  Then she uttered a single word... “Everything.” 
 
    I sighed, a bit frustrated with the vague response.  “You mean to tell me-“ 
 
    “Yes,” she cut me off, a look of utter shock forming on her face.  “I can see it all.  I can see the six gods of Aetheria offering the last of their Aether to the wardens.   I can see the endless battle that ensued. I can see the rise of the Asurans...” suddenly she shuddered as if her vision changed.  “By the gods, I... I can see the carnage,” she said, her voice somber.  “Six Azure Wardens each armed with six familiars and backed by an army of followers fought bravely against the Asurans.  They vanquished many but...” her voice trailed.  “Inevitably, the wardens were defeated.” 
 
    “Is that it? Just like that?” I asked, growing anxious. 
 
    Yonda nodded.  “I’m afraid so.  From what I can see, the gods themselves tried to intervene, but the realm’s creation had left them taxed.  They were little more than powerful mortals when they fell to the Asurans.  I’m sorry, but…  Wait!” she exclaimed, the glow in her eyes suddenly glowing brighter.  “One of the wardens survived!” 
 
    “What?!” I yelled, rising from my seat in an instant.” 
 
    “Yes!” she continued.  “It appears that one of the azure wardens serving under Cadmus Black managed to escape.  He fled the battle as his comrades fell, taking Titania with him and heading west.  It was he who built the temple of the blade guardian and sealed your divinity sprite inside.” 
 
    “Do you see anything else?” I implored, resisting the urge to grab the woman by the shoulders. 
 
    She shook her head.  “The visions end once Titania is sealed within the tomb… but, there is one thing.” 
 
    “What?!” Hilda said, an eagerness in her voice that now matched my own. 
 
    “This warden, he spoke to his last remaining familiar about heading to the far north… to the scorchlands.  It is quite likely that if he’s still alive, then you’ll find him there.  His name… his name is Brohm Ironwill.” 
 
    Suddenly, the glow in Yonda’s eyes faded as Titania floated back to my side, placing an angelic wing on my shoulder.  I could feel the sprite’s pain through its touch, the remorse that reverberated through the Aether that now coursed through my veins. 
 
    “Can you help us find him?” I asked Titania, a bit less than hopeful that the sprite would finally speak. 
 
    To my surprise, the sprite’s mouth slowly peeled open and, with a shaky voice, uttered a single word.  “Y-yesss.” 
 
    I stood there with my mouth agape for what felt like an eternity (though likely it was just a few seconds) as I tried to process what had just transpired.  If we could locate the last surviving Azure Warden, then perhaps I could unlock this power that I was supposedly destined for. 
 
    “I think you know what we need to do, Zan,”  Hilda said, reaching for my hand and giving it a soft squeeze. 
 
    I nodded, though I couldn’t find the words to tell her what I was feeling, to express the sudden unrest building in the pit of my stomach.  The excitement of finding one of the wardens was exhilarating, but the image of bodies strewn across the gates of Yggrash still lingered in the back of my mind.  Did I really want to be heading away from the fight when everyone else would be running towards it? 
 
    Hilda gave me a concerning glance, though I did my best to shoot her a disarming smile.  Suddenly, Yonda strolled to my side and placed a hand on my back.  “Perhaps I’ll be thanking you Zander Darkblade, once you save the realm.,” she said as she gave me a genuine smile 
 
    “Perhaps,” I replied, feeling the sudden weight of it all pressing into my shoulders… or maybe that was just Salence spreading his sinewy wings atop me. 
 
    “We will turn our enemies to ash,” the dragon familiar added, releasing a puff of smoke from his nostrils.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Yonda replied, giving the sprite a curt nod.  “Though maybe you all should take a moment to rest.  The Ravens are momentarily in retreat and the path to the scorchlands is quite the trek.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Hilda said.  “We should go unwind for a bit.  We’ve just been fighting nonstop so long...” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe your right,” I responded, turning to head towards the door. After everything that had transpired as of late, I could really use a drink. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A bit later, I found myself sitting at a large, oaken table in the far corner of Seafarer’s Folly, a mug of foaming ale resting in my hand.  The last time I was here I’d incited a massive bar-fight before uncovering a hideout of the Thieves Guild just beneath the tavern’s surface.  Now stopping in for a simple drink seemed almost... underwhelming.  Ah well. I was just glad that the tavern had survived the battle.  Many other buildings had not been so lucky. 
 
    “So what now, Zan?  Do we just head to the scorchlands and start searching?” Hilda asked, gripping a drink in one hand and running her fingers through Ivan’s soft feathers with the other. 
 
    I sighed, taking a long sip of the bitter ale that sloshed around the rim of my mug before turning my gaze to her.  “Ezry wants to have a meeting later to discuss battle plans once the wounded have been properly tended to.  She… she wants to take the fight to the Ravens.  And I think we need to hear what she has to say.” 
 
    Slowly, Hilda’s hand crept across the table as her fingers laced through mine.  “What's wrong?” she asked, eyeing me with those big, beautiful blue eyes of hers.  We’d been around each other so much that she was finding it rather easy to tell when something was bothering me. 
 
    “I want Vexes…” I replied, gripping my mug just a bit tighter.  “But I don’t have the strength to take him.  Not yet.” 
 
    Hilda quietly nodded.  “That’s why we need to find the last remaining warden.  I'm sure once we find him, he can help you-“ 
 
    “That’s just it,” I interjected.  “What if he doesn’t want to be found?  What if he’s already gone?  Or worse, what if he can’t help me?  We’ll be up in the scorchlands while the Ravens burn the rest of Aetheria to the ground.  Dammit all, I just… I just don’t know what to do!” 
 
    “Zan…” Hilda muttered, furrowing her brow as if my words stung at her like a poison needle.  The guardian’s lips parted as she began to speak again, but before she could formulate a response a pair of familiar faces entered the tavern.  
 
    Rhylor, ranger of the Iron Wolves made his way over to our table, a long green cloak wrapped around his shoulders and a pair of axes dangling at his belt.  The man wore his typical battle-hardened scowl on his face, though his disheveled brown hair had recently been cut short.  He looked downright formidable. 
 
    Following closely behind the ranger was his wolf familiar, Vice.  And behind him was Vic, a bandolier of smithing tools strapped across his shoulder and a tired grin on his face. 
 
    “Boss!” Vic yelled, his smile growing as he took a seat opposite me.  It was still hard for me to fathom the changes he had undergone... from high school bully to a warrior afraid to pick up a sword to a highly skilled blacksmith for one of the four great guilds.  It felt a bit odd but I was almost… proud of the man. 
 
    “I thought I was your boss, Destro?” Rhylor said as he took a seat next to me, signaling the barmaid for a fresh round of drinks. 
 
    Vic shrugged.  “Well, he was my first boss, boss.  You came after.” 
 
    Rhylor grunted and I couldn’t help but let out a chuckle.  “Really Vic, it's ok.  Just call me Zan.” 
 
    Vic shrugged again.  “Sure thing, boss.  Er, uh….” 
 
    Dear God, maybe proud was not the right word after all. 
 
    “That was a hell of a fight back there, Darkblade,” Rhylor said, changing the topic as the drinks found there way to our table.   
 
    “It was,” I added. “I saw you ride in on that wolf of yours...  You’ve become quite the force with those axes.” 
 
    Rhylor grinned, patting one of the weapons dangling at his side.  “I guess I have.  Hell, it might be time for a rematch of our duel.” 
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” Salence growled, a toothy grin forming on his draconic face.  
 
    Rhylor let out a laugh, then looked to the wolf familiar resting at his side.  “Vice, when are you gonna start spouting witty comebacks for me so I don’t have to?”  The wolf cocked his head in response before letting out an agitated whimper.   
 
    As odd as I found Vic’s personal evolution, the growth of my relationship with Rhylor was even stranger.  The man had started as my rival, clashing with me in a duel in the forest outside Kharridan.  Then when we met again, we were forced to work as teammates in the arenas of Airrigar.  It was a shaky bond, but our ability to fight together proved to be far greater than either of us expected…  Hell, we probably would’ve won the entire tournament if it wasn’t for Arden going mad.   
 
    Not long after Airrigar we went our separate ways, but somehow fate brought us together once more, forcing us to fight side by side at the temple of blades…  In my heart, I still viewed him as a rival, but the animosity I once had for the man was gone.  Our bond had been solidified through battle, and to be honest there weren’t many people that I’d rather have by my side. 
 
    “So, are you going to be sticking with Ezry once she unveils her master plan?” I asked as my taste buds finally began to acclimate to the bitter ale. 
 
    Rhylor shrugged, then nonchalantly replied, “Maybe.   It all depends…  I mean, she is my commanding officer, but I’ve never been one to do what I’m told.”  The ranger casually leaned back in his chair and tossed his boots onto the table as if to make a point.  “I’ll go where I’m needed.  Anyways, what about you Darkblade?  I imagine your itching to get a stab at those raven pricks.” 
 
    I nodded, narrowing my eyes at the thought of running my blade through Vexes and his kin.  “Oh, I plan on ending each and every last one of them…” 
 
    But?” Rhylor asked, breaking up the uncomfortable silence that began to linger. 
 
    My eyes flickered over to Titania who floated idly at my side, then to Razyr and Salence who sat on my shoulders and finally to Kord and Sledge who rolled about near my feet.  I could feel the power emanating off each of their small bodies, coursing through me as if it were the very blood rushing through my veins. Still, I would be lying to myself if I didn’t admit that I was missing something, that I was lacking whatever it was that I needed to unlock our true potential.  ‘ 
 
    Slowly, each of my familiars turned to look at me, their intentions reverberating through me as clearly as my own.  They felt it too… We were on the precipice of obtaining a much greater strength, a power that just might be enough to bring down Vexes.  It was at that moment that I made my decision. 
 
    “There’s something I have to do first,” I replied, rising up from my seat.  A gentle smile began to grow on Hilda’s face as she watched my confidence build.  “I'll hear what Ezry has to say and ill support her in any way that I can, but I need to head north.” 
 
    Rhylor’s face twisted with surprise.  “North?” 
 
    “For what, boss?” Vic asked, his eyes wide with excitement. 
 
    “Because Vic… I’m bringing back the azure wardens.” 
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    Battle Plans 
 
      
 
    The sun began to set across Aetheria’s pale red sky as we exited the tavern about an hour or so later.  An unexpected coolness had settled into the air, forcing me to pull my bladesinger coat tightly across my chest.   
 
    I couldn’t help but find it a bit jarring, having the heat of battle so quickly replaced with the cool breeze blowing in through the city’s damaged walls.  At any rate, it was probably better than the weather I would encounter in the Scorchlands.  Hell, just the name itself practically had me sweating... 
 
    Rhylor and Vic departed as we made our way out into the street, heading towards the Iron Wolves’ makeshift barracks to ensure Ezry was ready for her briefing.  That left Hilda and I alone once more, save for our small company of familiars and the somber faces now wandering about the battle-ravaged Yggrash. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie... I’m actually kind of excited, Zan,” Hilda said, shooting me a quick grin. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I replied.  “Looking forward to me becoming a warden?  Maybe seeing my strength stat increase a little?” I mockingly lifted an arm into the air and flexed my bicep.  Razyr quickly nodded and did the same, raising a reptilian claw into the air and baring his teeth. 
 
    Hilda let out a chuckle. “No, It’s the adventure… like when we first arrived on Aetheria.  You and me, on the road, searching for treasure and fighting whatever gets in our way.” 
 
    I smiled as I thought back to our earlier days.  Sure, we were scared as hell back then, but it was also exhilarating.  The dungeon diving, the daring escapes, the strange and fascinating creatures...   My heart raced as the thrill of adventure began to set in.  Maybe I wanted this little excursion more than I realized.  Maybe, deep down, I wanted it more than I wanted to fight this damn war. 
 
    “Guys!” A familiar voice echoed through the street, pulling me out of my thoughts.  I turned to see Brenton making his approach with Helena just a few steps behind.  As he drew near, he pressed a pair of fingers onto his spectacles and readjusted them on his face. 
 
    “Brent!” I replied, grabbing the man’s wrist and pulling him into a tight embrace.  Things had been so hectic since we reunited that I hadn’t gotten to spend much time with him or Helena... something I planned on rectifying. 
 
    “What, am I just the creepy warlock now?” Helena jested, folding her arms over her chest and smirking. 
 
    “Yeah, but I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I replied with a grin.  I released Brenton and reached for her arm, but paused as I noticed a strange item strapped to her forearm.  Made of some sort of black leathery material, the piece of armor covered her from elbow to hand, extending up to her palm but leaving her fingers free.  Three straps buckled around the lower portion of her forearm, while a trio of crimson gems lay embedded on the back of her hand.  Oddly, I could feel a faint pull coming from the item as if it were constantly trying to draw in power. 
 
    “What is that?” Hilda asked, stealing the words out of my mouth as she stepped up to get a closer look. 
 
    Helena’s face twisted into a devilish grin.  “Oh, just a little something I picked up after battle... you’d be surprised how many dead ravens had coin purses tucked into their armor.” 
 
    Ah, Helena... ever the opportunist.  Curious, I gave the item an inspection. 
 
      
 
    Item: 
 
    Realmgrasper:  The Summoner’s Glove 
 
    Epic item 
 
    An item used by only the most skilled summoners, this unique glove allows the user to access the summoning realm and draw in mana at a much quicker rate.   
 
    Casting time of summoning spells reduced by 50% 
 
    Casting cost of summoning spells reduced by 50% 
 
    +3 Wisdom 
 
      
 
    “With this bad boy I’ll be able to pop off a horde of demons in no time,” Helena said, reveling in the crimson energy dancing across her fingertips. 
 
    “Not bad at all,” I said, admiring the craftsmanship of the glove. 
 
    “And that’s not all,” she continued, taking a step back and placing her hands on her hips.  “One more step and you’ll be looking at Aetheria’s next Demonologist.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, honestly surprised.  She’d been after that for as long as I’d known her, but the thought of her achieving such a title was rather exciting. 
 
    The warlock nodded.  “Yup.  Turns out it’s a warlock prestige class, and I happened to have two of the three pre-requisites unlocked.  Expanded mana pool and a strong connection to the infernal realm are already complete.  Now, I just have to summon one more specific breed of demon.” 
 
    “What, a succubus?” Hilda asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Nope,” Helena replied, her grin growing wider.  “I just need to summon a Balor.” 
 
    Hilda and I both let out a collective “Oh” as that little fact settled on us.  A Balor was one of Aetheria’s fiercest breed of demons, a massive winged creature that dwelled in some of the lowest layers of the infernal realm. 
 
    Razyr repositioned himself on my shoulder than whispered, ‘Zander… I do not want to be around her when she summons that thing!” 
 
    I gave the drake a quiet pat on the head then returned my gaze to Helena.  “Please,” I urged,  “When you manage to pull it off, just make sure you don’t summon it in the middle of the group again.  The last thing I need is another thing trying to kill me.” 
 
    Helena’s gargoyle familiar, Doomswell snickered at my comment.  Helena however, had a devilish grin growing on her face. “Oh no, I’m saving this one for something special,” she replied.  “The next time we find ourselves under attack, I’m going to drop him right in the center of those damned ravens and watch them burn!”  
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After a bit more re-convening with our spellcaster counterparts, Hilda, Helena, Brenton and I made our way to the Tidecallers guild hall.  The front of the building was bustling with activity as those healthy enough to attend filed in, eager to be part of whatever Ezry had planned for the Ravens.  The recent victory at the city’s gates seemed to have lit a fire among the survivors, a fire that seemed to be spreading into the flames of an all-out war. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel uneasy about it all...  There was once a time where we were all merely looking to escape into a video game for a few hours, when we thought we still had lives on earth to go back to.  Had the realm changed us that much?  Had our memories faded so badly that all we knew how to do was live by the blade? 
 
    “It is the way of things,” a soft voice replied as if it were listening to my thoughts. A bit shocked, I paused only to feel one of Titania’s angelic wings brush against my cheek.  Had she spoken again? 
 
    I quietly inspected the sprite as she floated in my presence, trying to think of the right words to say to the mostly silent creature.  “Was that you?” I whispered, anxious for an answer.  The familiar floated on by, refusing to speak once more 
 
    .I thought about calling the creature into my grasp before a hand suddenly latched onto my arm. 
 
    You comin, Zan?” Hilda asked before abruptly grabbing my wrist and towing me inside. 
 
    “Y-yeah,” I replied, giving Titania a final glance.  The divinity sprite sure had picked a hell of a time to blurt something out.  Maybe I could convince the other familiars to help her open up later on.  I was going to need her full bond if I planned on becoming a warden… 
 
    As we entered the guild hall’s main chamber it became apparent how big this ‘meeting’ had gotten.  Nearly every seat was filled with a Tidecaller or an Iron Wolf or one of Helena’s sprite wielders looking for revenge.  Some had even taken to standing against the room’s outer walls, eager to hear what was to be said. 
 
    We managed to find a few seats near the back and waited as the noise in the room rose to a crescendo.  Some warriors to my left shared stories of valor amongst themselves, trying to one-up each other with tales of their heroics.  Meanwhile, a group of archers sulked just a few seats in front of me, complaining about how long it had been since they had a hot meal.  I turned to Brenton and began striking up a little conversation of my own, curious as to what kind of rune spells he’d recently acquired.  Then Ezry entered the hall and everything went silent. 
 
    Dressed in a polished suit of field plate, the battle-hardened woman walked to the front of the room with her wraith familiar in tow, the sound of her boots echoing across the floor as she strode with purpose.   
 
    I found it fascinating how quickly she’d taken a position of leadership amongst the others.  Sure, she’d held some sort of position among the Iron Wolves before, but the way she took charge at the battle of the blade temple and then at the battle of Yggrash had elevated her status beyond a mere rank. 
 
    All eyes turned to the battle archer as she raised a singular hand into the air and addressed the crowd, her voice both even and firm.  “First, I want to thank you all for coming.  I know you’re all very tired from this constant strife.  I can see the weariness written on each of your faces...  But know this, it is because of your bravery and defiance that the people of this city still stand!” 
 
    The crowd let out a roar of applause as clenched fists shot into the air.  Ezry let the cheers linger, reveling in the victory we had rightfully earned.  Then as silence returned, she took a deep breath and continued.  “However, our fight is far from over.  Your seer here in Yggrash was able to come into contact with some of my superiors outside Razorford...  and it appears that the Ravens have launched an assault there as well...  a successful one.” 
 
    “What happened,” an Iron Wolf soldier shouted, his voice weary with age. 
 
    Ezry did her best to stifle a sigh.  “The Wolves were already stretched thin.  They put up a valiant effort, but… but it wasn’t enough to stave off the Raven assault….  The city is in ruins… even worse than here.”  Ezry’s fist tightened at her side.    
 
    “No, dammit,” one of the veteran Iron Wolve’s shouted, followed by shouts of anger from some of the others. 
 
    Ezry gritted her teeth as she continued on.  “It is clear to us now that the Ravens are making an effort to take down anyone in the realm that might stand in their way.  Seeing that they’ve attacked both the Tidecallers and The Iron Wolves, it’s only logical that their next target will be the last of the four great guilds... the Drakengard.” 
 
    Whispers filled the room but quickly tapered off as Ezry’s firm gaze lingered about.  “From what we’ve seen, the Ravens have amassed a force far greater than any single guild can handle.  They’ve recruited many and absorbed a number of small guilds to bolster their numbers.  They also have some sort of... monsters working on their side.” 
 
    “Damn Asurans,” I growled, drawing the slightest of nods from the battle archer. 
 
    Ezry raised her blade arm into the air this time, pointing it at the crowd.  “Our only hope is to march to Kharridan and join forces with the Drakengard.  It’s the only chance we’ll have at exterminating the Raven threat.” 
 
    Once again, voices stirred as the onlookers processed Ezry’s statements.  Seconds later, one of the older, battle-worn Tidecallers rose from his seat.  Half of his face was wrapped in thick bandages and his chin had the beginnings of a scraggly beard. “And what of Yggrash?” the man asked.  “Do we just head to Kharridan and leave our people to die?” 
 
    Ezry shook her head.  “Our goal is to preserve each and every innocent life in this realm, not just our own.  The remaining wolves have already abandoned Razorford city and are making their way towards Yggrash as we speak. Thankfully, the blow we dealt to the Ravens earlier should keep them at bay just long enough for my men to arrive.  And once they arrive, we will gather every man, woman, and child in the city and begin heading east.  We will march to Kharridan, mobilize forces with the Drakengard and deliver a counter-strike that will cripple the Ravens for good!” 
 
    Gasps suddenly filled the air.  “We can't abandon our home!” one of the Tidecallers hollered, hoisting his trident in defiance. 
 
    Ezry shifted in the man’s direction.  “I understand how you feel, soldier.  I just found out that my home was destroyed while I stood here protecting yours… but I am not ashamed.  The Iron Wolves still live and your people have been more than kind to me.  They have shown me that people, not places are where your true home lies.  If you’d like to stay behind and protect shattered walls, broken roads and hollow buildings then that’s fine.  But I am going to march my people to Kharridan and fight for their survival.” 
 
    The man immediately lowered his trident to his brow and gave the woman a firm salute, his expression far less angry and far more resolute.  Another stood in his place, cleary unconvinced.  “And what if it is not enough?” 
 
    “It has to be,” Ezry growled in response.  “Legend has it that the four great guilds once came together to fight off the great red and save Kharridan from dragonfire.  We might be a guild short, but after seeing what you all are capable of I’m more than certain that we’ll have enough strength to burn those ravens right out of the sky!” 
 
    I watched with interest as some onlookers stood and cheered while others continued to whisper amongst themselves.  Still, most seemed content with Ezry’s response.  Really, what choice did they have?  If someone didn’t take the fight to the Ravens, then it would just be a matter of time before the Asurans broke this world again...  
 
    Ezry seemed to breathe a sigh of relief now that it was nearly over, then raised her hand to make a final statement.  “I urge you all to gather your things and rest up.  We need to begin our trek to Kharridan as soon as the Wolves arrive if we’re going to catch the Ravens off guard.  I promise you on my honor as an Iron Wolf, we will make them pay for each and every life they have taken...” 
 
    “For the realm!” one of her soldiers hollered, drawing an encore of cheers. 
 
    “For the realm!” another shouted, raising a blade into the air. 
 
    I watched in admiration as Iron Wolf and Tidecaller, sprite wielder and common soldier came together in a thunderous roar.  Maybe we did have what it takes to win this thing after all…  As the noise level in the hall began to build, I rose out of my chair and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait, Zan,” Hilda protested.  “Shouldn’t we, uh... shouldn’t we tell Ezry we’re taking a detour?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Let Ezry have her moment.  We can let her know in the morning before we head out.” 
 
    “Oh, detour?” Brenton interjected.  “Sounds intriguing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Helena added.  “Where the hell are we headin now?” 
 
    I grinned as the two began shaking me down for answers.  I hadn’t even asked them yet if they’d be coming along, hadn’t even explained the situation yet, and already they were ready to follow me to the ends of the realm.  I really couldn’t have asked for better companions. 
 
    “I’ve got a task of my own I need to complete,” I said.  “One that’ll help us bring down those damned Asurans.” 
 
    “Where at?” Helena insisted. 
 
    “North,” I replied.  “To uncharted territory,”   Helena, Brenton, and Hilda each centered their gazes on me, eyes gleaming with the prospect of adventure.  I smiled in return, feeling something similar pulsing through my veins.  “Tomorrow, we set out for the scorchlands.” 
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    Preparations 
 
      
 
    The next morning came far quicker than I expected, and the sleep I managed to get felt far less satisfying than I would’ve hoped.  It didn’t really matter though.  I never managed to sleep well since arriving on Aetheria, and thoughts of what awaited us on the road ahead certainly weren’t helping my cause. 
 
    I took a final glance at the small, wooden room I’d been staying in, a rental on the upper layer of Seafarer’s Folly.  It was mostly empty, save for a small cot where Hilda sat, pulling on her boots and making adjustments to her traveler’s plate.  She looked up at me and smiled then turned her attention back to her armor, adjusting the straps that held the thin metal against her body. 
 
    Seeing that I had a few moments to spare, I decided to access my character sheet and ensure everything was ready for the journey ahead. 
 
      
 
    Name: Zander Darkblade 
 
    Class: Slayer 
 
    Familiar(s):  
 
    Razyr (Valor Sprite) 
 
    Kord (Nature Sprite) 
 
    Salence (Dragon Sprite) 
 
    Sledge (Nature Sprite) 
 
    Titania (Divinity Sprite) 
 
      
 
    Lvl: 35 
 
    HP: 510/ 510 
 
    Mana: 370/ 370 
 
    Exp: 750/ 3,500 
 
      
 
    Str: 40 (+3 item bonus) 
 
    Dex: 54 (+3 item bonus, +5 item bonus) 
 
    Int: 32 (+15 Boon, +3 Item Bonus) 
 
    Con: 20 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 13 
 
      
 
    Faction: Mark of the Mercenary 
 
      
 
    I had continued to put all of my acquired attribute points into dexterity and strength, bolstering my offensive skills to near epic levels.  Hell, with my current speed I was pretty certain that I could outpace most high-level rogues. 
 
    Next, I pulled up my array of skills. 
 
      
 
    Elite Skills: 
 
    Shadowshift V 
 
      
 
    Weapon Mastery: 
 
    Blade of the Slayer (passive, bonded weapon: nevermore) 
 
    Forge from Shadow (passive) 
 
    Lunging Strike V 
 
    Illusionary Strike V 
 
    Double Strike V 
 
      
 
    Combat Expertise: 
 
    Mark of the Slayer (passive) 
 
    Master of the Hunt II 
 
    Martial Arts (school of the dragon) (passive) 
 
    Battle Mind (passive) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dark Magick: 
 
    Shadow Snare IV 
 
    Shadow Spike ll 
 
    Dark Gravity II 
 
    Death’s Embrace 
 
      
 
    My skill set was really starting to fill out as of late.  I’d maxed out several of my main abilities such as shadowshift and my trio of primary striking abilities.  Those were my go-to techniques and having them at full capacity would make me all the more formidable. 
 
    Finally, I pulled up my inventory. 
 
      
 
    Inventory 
 
      
 
    Chest: Bladesinger Coat 
 
    Arms: Darkleather Gloves 
 
    Legs: Darkleather Boots 
 
    Equip 1: Cloak of the Raven (+3 Dexterity, +3 Intelligence) 
 
    Equip 2: Giant’s Belt (+3 Strength) 
 
    Equip 3: Nimble Nam’s Ring of Quickness (+5 Dexterity) 
 
    Equip 4: Ashbringer’s Vambrace (+15% Fire Resistance) 
 
      
 
    Weapons: 
 
    Main Hand: -- 
 
    Off Hand: -- 
 
    Ranged: Eagleshot, Throwing Knives 
 
      
 
    Items: 
 
    X2 Torches 
 
    Flint & Steel 
 
    X1 Tide Rod 
 
    X7 Field Rations 
 
    X2 Silver Wolf Fangs 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My inventory was looking a bit… scarce, and not having a proper main-hand weapon felt a bit off.  Of course, there was always the option to call on one of my familiars, but having a sword strapped to your hilt brought about a certain level of comfort.   
 
    With a sigh, I dismissed the translucent screen of information and gave Hilda another glance.  The guardian rose from her seat, tossing back her braided hair as she strapped her aegis shield onto her back. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, calling Ivanellios to her side. 
 
    “Ready,” I nodded, calling my own family of sprites over with a quick hand gesture.  Salence and Titania floated in the air beside me as Razyr took his usual perch atop my shoulder.  Sledge followed near my ankles, lumbering around at his own pace while Kord abandoned me for Hilda’s side.   
 
    Ivan squawked in protest at the amphibious sprite,  but Kord seemed wholly uninterested, instead choosing to climb right into Hilda’s leather bag. 
 
    The guardian rolled her eyes at the sprite before reaching for my hand.  Then together we departed Seafarer’s Folly for what would likely be the last time. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Helena and Brenton waited patiently as we made our way out into the street, gear packed and ready to go.  Brenton still managed to look almost scholarly with white and red mage’s robes flowing over his body and his lion familiar Rhegar cradled tightly in his arms.  Helena however, looked a bit more suited for the road.  The warlock had exchanged her robes for some proper traveler’s clothes; dark sturdy pants, a thin black shirt, a violet tunic and a pair of tall boots.  Even fully clothed, the woman managed to retain her almost supernatural allure. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Helena remarked as she pulled her black traveler’s cloak over her shoulders before tying her fiery red hair in a tail behind her head.   
 
    “I mean, crazy isn’t really the word I was thinking of,” I replied with a shrug.  “The prospect of divine power, the chance to learn from someone that’s already fought our enemies at their strongest... it actually kinda makes sense.” 
 
    Helena rolled her eyes.  “An all we have to do is march through the scorchlands, a literal Hell on earth… er, Aetheria!  Do you know how hot it gets up there?” 
 
    Brenton stepped forward with an index finger raised into the air.  “Actually, I read a book about it.  The scorchlands are estimated to be one of the hottest locales on Aetheria, with some places being completely uninhabitable due to the extreme heat.” 
 
    “See?” Helena jested, pointing back at Brenton.  “We’re going to damn near melt!” 
 
    Brenton nodded, then raised his finger into the air a bit higher. “Might I add that the scorchlands is home to a number of red dragons, including the great red that once burned down Kharridan.” 
 
    That was a fact I really could’ve lived without knowing.  “I thought they killed that thing,” I muttered, suddenly reconsidering marching off to war. 
 
    “Well, no,” Brenton replied in a matter of fact tone.  “From what I’ve read, they were merely able to repel the beast, not slay it.  But no matter, I’m sure it won’t be bothered by the likes of us.  We’ll be mere insects to it.” 
 
    I gave the man a quiet nod then began making my way down the road, silently praying that he was right.  After fighting a fledgling red in the ash meadows, I was quite certain that death by dragonfire would be extremely unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The sun began to climb into Aetheria’s pale, red sky as we reached the iron wolve’s makeshift barracks, our last stop before heading out towards the scorchlands.  The others waited outside as I made my way through the large set of doors, navigating the repurposed halls until I reached Ezry’s quarters.  When I arrived the woman was already hard at work, hunched over a large, round table at the center of her room, a map sprawled across its brittle surface.               
 
    The battle archer’s eyes darted to various points on the map as she carefully analyzed the realm’s landscape, though her gaze quickly shifted as I entered the room. Ezry turned to me and smiled as I made my approach, though her expression quickly changed as she eyed my traveling gear.  It was as if she knew what I was about to say, that she somehow understood the mission I had to partake. 
 
    The woman sighed, placing her hands on her hips as I took a seat in one of the empty chairs near her table.  Our gazes met as an uncomfortable silence lingered in the small, wooden room.  Then after a deep breath, I looked the woman in the eye and spoke my peace... 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Moments later I emerged from the barracks, finally ready to set out.  The others looked anxious as I made my way back to the group, as if they’d been waiting on my return for hours. 
 
    “How’d she take it?” Hilda asked, running her fingers across the ornate hilt of dragon dance. 
 
    I shrugged.  “She’s not happy to see us go, but she understands.  She’s a firm believer that battles are won with armies, not heroes… and she about to have the strongest one in the realm.  But I did promise her that we’d head south for Kharridan the moment we were done.  As long as we move quickly, we should be able to regroup with her in time for battle.” 
 
    “Nah, we were just gonna catch a tan up north while the rest of the realm burns,” Helena muttered with a roll of her eyes.  “By the gods, can we get moving now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied with a chuckle.  “Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    The four of us set out towards the city’s gate, familiars rested, mana charged and blades sharpened to deadly points.  I reveled in the feelings of nostalgia that had washed over me, that familiar sense of wonderment that a new adventure always brought.  hell, it almost outweighed the guilt I felt for leaving. 
 
    Soon the battered gates of Yggrash were in front of us, sliding open to grant us passage to whatever waited on the other side.  I shared a final salute with the Tidecaller guard, then took the lead of the party as we began our trek into the great unknown. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re goin?” a voice called out, bringing me to a halt with just a foot out of the gate.  I spun on my heel to see Rhylor approaching from behind, armored up with a green traveler’s cloak trailing off his shoulders.   
 
    “What the hell is he doing?” Helena spat, cutting her eyes at the smug-looking ranger. 
 
    “I’m comin with,” Rhylor responded, crossing his arms over his chest.  “As good as I am at fighting, I’m no damn soldier... and besides, I still have a score to settle with Darkblade.” 
 
    Our gazes met as a smirk spread across my face.  Despite Helena’s feelings, having Rhylor with us would be a good thing.  Not only was he a skilled ranger, but our rivalry would only elevate our prowess on the battlefield.  Honestly, I was glad to have him at my side. 
 
    “Where’s Vic?” Hilda asked, giving the ranger a quick look over. 
 
    “He’s staying with the wolves,” Rhylor replied.  “They’ll need him a lot more than they need me.” 
 
    Fair enough.  Vic wasn’t a fighter, but his skill as a blacksmith would be invaluable to Ezry’s growing army...  And they would need every advantage they could get in the fight to come.  I only wished that I had come clean with the man about who I was and put a final mend on our relationship back on earth…  but there would be time for that later. 
 
    Resuming our trek, I led the others outside of the city’s walls until the large, stone gates finally slammed shut behind us.  Then as the wind blew through the thick oaken trees, I called upon my windsteed Zephyr and set off towards the scorchlands. 
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    The Journey North 
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    Sidequests: Vexes and Anna Freya 
 
      
 
    Vexes, leader of the Ravenflight guild paced agitatedly through his chambers as stolen Aether thrummed through his channels.  Draining a sprite-wielder always left the Asuran brimming with energy, and he’d drained his fair share as of late.  However, not having an outlet to channel that energy also made him restless, it made his Asuran thirst for battle almost unbearable.   
 
    And so the Asuran paced, maintaining his feeble human form as he waited rather impatiently for his expected guest.   
 
    Moments later, the door to his chambers slid open as a pair of visitors entered the room.  The first was a face that Vexes easily recognized, one many mistook as a child due to her small frame and long, silky black hair.  However, a look into her eyes revealed the killer instinct of someone raised in the art of war... his daughter, Elekys. 
 
    And behind her strode a woman shrouded in mystery.  Her body was wrapped in a simple yet elegant dress of red, while her auburn hair sat in a tight bun held in place by a silver blade.  She smiled as her gaze met Vexes, though the Asuran could sense it was a veil to mask her true feelings. 
 
    “Father,” Elekys said as she made way for her guest.  “As requested, I present to you the true Queen of Shadows and leader of the Thieve’s Guild, Ana Freya... also known as Sentrac, also known as the blade mistress, also known as-“ 
 
    “That’s quite enough,” the woman interrupted.  “If you brought me here to list every name and alias that I’ve ever used, then you should’ve requested an earlier appointment.” 
 
    A slow, sadistic laugh escaped Vexes’ lips as he studied the many-named woman.  “No,” the Asuran finally replied.  “The reason I’ve brought you here goes beyond such... trivialities.” 
 
    “Well?” Anna Frey asked, crossing her arms in front of her chest. 
 
    “The reason I’ve requested your presence is due to a mutual interest... a desire the gain a tighter grasp on this chaotic realm.” 
 
    Anna scoffed.  “Perhaps your confused, Master Raven.  I am the head of the Thieve’s Guild.  We have hideouts built in every city, operatives hidden in every shadow.  My guild thrives on the chaos... we revel in it.  What can you, Wesley, leader of a bunch of dogs of war, offer me?” 
 
    Vexes took a step towards the woman as his human-like appearance began to peel away.  “You’re naive if you assume that the Ravens are mere war dogs.”  Slowly, the man grew until his Asuran formed towered over the queen of thieves. 
 
    “Wha-what do you need?” Anna Freya asked, her gaze now locked on the red-skinned Asuran in front of her. 
 
    Vexes grinned, revealing his fang-like teeth.  “In order to solidify our grasp on this realm, we need to eliminate all potential threats.  The Iron Wolves have already been fractured and the Tidecallers are fleeing their homes as we speak.  That only leaves-“ 
 
    “Drakengard,” Anna cut in.  “The strongest of the four great guilds.” 
 
    “Former strongest,” Elekys cut in, staring daggers at Anna. 
 
    “Yes,” Vexes continued.  “The Drakengard continue to be one of our final obstacles... one that you can help us eliminate.” 
 
    Anna Freya’s posture dipped as she gave the Asuran a hard expression.  “What do you propose?” 
 
    Vexes clasped his hands behind his back as he spoke.  “Soon my men will begin marching on Kharridan, Aetheria’s capital city and home to the Drakengard’s primary guild hall.  I’m certain the Gard will be prepared for our attack, but perhaps a backstab from the Thieve’s Guild will help soften their defenses.  You do have a large presence in the city, don’t you?” 
 
    Anna nodded.  “It’s home to one of our largest strongholds.  But tell me, monster... what’s in it for us?  I could just as easily instruct my followers to slip away into the shadows, only to re-appear once the dust settles from your silly war.” 
 
    Vexes nodded as if he was expecting such a question.  “Once the city is taken and the Drakengard has fallen, you will be awarded the contents of the guild’s legendary vault... in its entirety.” 
 
    Anna Freya’s eye’s lit up for the briefest of seconds as she considered her potential prize.  The vault of Drakengard was filled with enough treasure and magickal items to make her the richest person in the realm... 
 
    Anna placed a hand on her chin as she considered the Asuran’s offer.  “And how can I ensure that you’ll stay true to your word?” 
 
    Vexes shrugged.  “The Drakengard will fall either way.  I’m merely offering you an opportunity to makes things easier for us... and all the benefits that come with that.” 
 
    Anna Freya grinned as she ran a manicured finger across her bottom lip.  “I suppose helping you would be in my best interest then...” 
 
    “It would,” Vexes replied.  “And as a token of the Raven’s appreciation, I offer you a gift.” 
 
    “Oh?” Anna replied, moving her hand and placing it on Vexes’s red-skinned chest. 
 
    The Asuran nodded.  “I believe we share a mutual enemy... a Slayer that has eluded our grasp. 
 
    The woman’s expression quickly turned sour.  “Darkblade.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vexes said.  “Word has it that he slayed one of your sprite hunters and had one of your hideouts shut down.” 
 
    “He did,” she replied, her tone now venomous.  “The damage that little bastard did to our presence in Yggrash will take months to repair.” 
 
    It was now the Asuran’s turn to grin.  “What if I told you that I knew of his location, that I could tell you where to find our... mutual problem.” 
 
    Anna’s eyes widened.  “You’ve tracked him?” 
 
    “I have,” Vexes said.  “And I’m willing to share that with you... as long as you’ll see him dead.” 
 
    Anna’s brow furrowed.  “Why not just chase him down and kill him yourself?” 
 
    Vexes raised a clawed hand into the air and placed it on the woman’s shoulder.  “As I said, Mistress... I bring this information to you as a gift.  If you do not wish to act on it, then-“ 
 
    “Consider it done,” Anna cut in.  “If there is anything other than coin that will cause a thief to draw his blade... its revenge.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Anna Freya moved with purpose as she made her way out of the halls of Ravenhold, careful to avoid gazes from the dark warriors that now populated its halls. Once outside, the woman’s body went rigid as a cool breeze passed by the looming fortress now at her back.  Several seconds paased as she stood perfectly still… then her form dissipated, exploding into a torrent of tiny blades. 
 
    Miles away, the true form of Anna Freya sat quietly, her body nestled into a hidden alcove and surrounded by a dozen of her most loyal associates.  Slowly, the woman’s eyes blinked back to life as the effects of her blade clone wore off.   
 
    As the leader of the Thieves Guild, Anna was far too clever to head into a dangerous situation alone.  Instead, the rogue had perfected the use of a very unique form of illusionary magick, one that allowed her to create very convincing, very dangerous clones. 
 
    Slowly, the blade mistress rose to her feet and adjusted the silver dagger in her hair as an associate of hers approached.  The man was tall and lanky, his body covered in a dusty suit of leather armor and his face covered by a blood-red bandana...  Ricket, bandit lord. 
 
    “What’s the word, Anna?” he asked as his fingers toyed with the scimitar strapped to his belt. 
 
    “As expected,” Anna replied.  “The Ravens want our help.  They want to capitalize on our foothold in Kharridan.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Anna sighed.  “And I agreed, for now.  If what the Ravens have offered is true, then this could lead to quite a bit of gold being added to our coffers.” 
 
    “And if they lie?” Ricket asked. 
 
    Anna shot him a wicked grin.  “Then we do what we do and ensure we end up in the best possible position...  In the meantime, I did collect a bit of information that we can use right now.” 
 
    “Go on...” the man replied. 
 
    “Apparently the Ravens have been tracking the whereabouts of that slayer from Yggrash.  It seems that he’s headed north.” 
 
    Ricket nodded as a grin formed under his bandana.  “I see.  I’ll get word out to the bounty hunters then.  Who do you think... perhaps the Professor? 
 
    “No,” Anna replied.  “This one is crafty, and The Professor is far better at taking down mages.  Send the Maestro.  Pay him whatever he asks.” 
 
    “Very well, mistress,” Ricket replied, stepping aside to let the woman pass.  “Though sending does him seem like... eh, overkill.  Shouldn’t the Maestro be saved for more high profile targets?” 
 
    Anna Freya paused and gave the bandit lord an icy glare.  “That boy killed Cryox.  I want him dead.” 
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    The Dire Plains 
 
      
 
    Main Quest:  Zander Darkblade 
 
      
 
    One week later... 
 
      
 
    The wind whipped through my silver hair as Zephyr carried me across a shallow grass-covered valley, the steed’s legs churning like tiny hurricanes as it galloped. Following closely behind were the others, Rhylor on his dire wolf, Hilda and Brenton on their windsteeds, and Helena on the back of her newly summoned infernal steed.  Occasionally I would turn and look back to the others, shooting one of them a grin or a nod.  It was kind of hard to explain, but somehow adventuring like this… well, it just felt like home.  And these companions, they were my family. 
 
    We’d been on the road for a nearly a week already, traveling through the swamplands surrounding Yggrash before following the river north into a stretch of overgrown valleys.  The journey had been rather uneventful, our group stopping only for rest or food, or to fight off the occasional bandit that was foolish enough to demand our coin.  It was actually rather quiet as far as journeys were concerned, but we were well aware that it would soon be coming to an end.  The northern reaches of Aetheria were home to some of the realm’s toughest creatures, just like the high level area of a game, and it wouldn’t be long before we were trudging right through the middle of their territory. 
 
    My windsteed trotted to a stop as we approached the edge of the valley, it’s mane still flowing unnaturally as if the wind was a part of its very aura.  Soon the others were at my side, eyes gazing ahead towards the nearby ridge. 
 
    Rhylor sighed as he reached into his satchel and pulled out an old, weathered map before gently placing it on the back of his direwolf’s head.  The beast let out a playful growl then immediately became stiff like a statue as if he’d done this sort of thing a dozen times before. 
 
    “Looks like we’re coming up on the Dire Plains next,” Rhylor said, tracing his finger across the parchment.  “After that, we’ll need to find passage through the Gloomhollow mountains, which should lead us directly to the Ash Legion Outpost, a settlement just on the edge of the scorchlands.” 
 
    It was nice having a ranger back in the party once more, especially one with navigational skills like Rhy.  “Sounds straightforward enough,” I replied before taking a quick glance at the sun.  “You think we can make it to the mountains by nightfall? 
 
    Rhylor shook his head.  “Doubtful.  We might make it there running full speed if we avoid any trouble, but I wouldn’t count on that...” 
 
    Hilda immediately sat up on her steed.  “What do you know, Rhy?” 
 
    The ranger chuckled.  “Well, I’ve never been to the Dire Plains myself, but I did speak to a few guys that spent a night there.  Of course, we were in a tavern and they may have been drunk, but..” 
 
    “Just spit it out,” Helena growled. 
 
    Rhylor sighed.  “According to them, the Dire Plains are inhabited by some large clan full of barbarians and other primal classes.  They guard their land using these giant horned beasts called terrahorns and, well... apparently the people there are cannibals.” 
 
    Brenton covered his mouth as if he was about to puke. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Hilda said.  “Is there any way around?” 
 
    Rhylor took a quick glance at his map.  “No.  Not without costing us another week or more in time.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I finally interjected, spurring Zephyr to the front of the group.  “We’re riding atop some of the fastest creatures in Aetheria.  If they give us chase, will simply outrun them to the peaks.” 
 
    Rhylor let out another chuckle as he tucked his map back into his satchel.  “I think you're crazier than me, Darkblade.  I don’t foresee us being able to outrun a bunch of savages on their own turf.  But hell... let’s do this.” 
 
    I turned my head to Razyr, who sat perched atop my shoulder.  “You ready, buddy?” 
 
    “As long as they don’t... eat me,” the drake replied, cutting his eyes at the nearby ridge. 
 
    Suddenly, Ivanellios swooped over and began flapping his wings in my face as he squawked, “If any part of the lady guardian is eaten, then I will be pecking your eyes out one by-“ 
 
    “Ivan!” Hilda interjected.  “I’ll be fine,”  The avian familiar nodded, then flew back to her side after giving me a final squawk.    
 
    “Any other grievances?” I asked as Zephyr stamped her hooves impatiently.  “No?  Then let’s get moving.” 
 
    With a quick pat, I sent Zephyr galloping towards the ridge, a rocky divide that separated us from the plains that awaited beyond. The windsteed leaped from rock to rock, ascending the ridge with grace before bounding over the final layer of jagged stones.  Seconds later we stood on the southern edge of the Dire Plains... and all I could do was gasp. 
 
      
 
    Location Discovered:  The Dire Plains 
 
    +100 exp. 
 
      
 
    The plains stretched on for what seemed like miles, blanketed with a thick layer of pale white grass and inhabited with creatures both strange and fascinating.  Nearby a pair of massive beasts grazed on an overgrown section of turf, grinding away at the foliage with their powerful jaws.  The creatures stood on four limbs that were thick and muscular, likely due to the large bodies that they supported.  Covered in what could only be described as a rocky exterior, the beasts appeared both sturdy and dangerous, especially with the large, curved horns atop their heads.  As Zephyr took a step closer, a notification appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Terrahorn  
 
    Lvl 40 Beast 
 
      
 
    Terrahorn 
 
    Lvl 38 Beast 
 
      
 
    I urged my steed a bit closer and watched as one of the creatures stabbed its horn into the ground and began burrowing, disappearing beneath the surface in a matter of seconds.  Suddenly a feeling of unease began to creep into the pit of my stomach...  Just how many of those things were lurking underground?  What was to say one wasn’t under me at that very instant?! 
 
    Reluctantly, I shifted my gaze from the remaining terrahorn and took a glance at some of the other sights on the plains.  To my far left, a trio of giant turtle-like beasts sulked under the shade of a lone tree, the spikes on their shells gleaming like rows of sharpened daggers.  Wait... no, a further scan proved that it wasn’t a tree at all, but a rather high level wood elemental..  Dammit all, it was as if everything on the damned plain was alive and poised to kill. 
 
    “That’s why they call them the Dire Plains,” Rhylor said as he trotted passed, eyeing the precarious look on my face.  “Because you have to be in a real dire situation to wanna come through this place.” 
 
    “Isn’t the fate of the realm dire enough?” I replied, spurring Zephyr past him.  
 
    “Guess we’ll find out,” he replied, shaking his head.  “Just don’t touch anything.  I’d imagine just about every creature in this place has spikes protruding outta somewhere.” 
 
    “You sure?”  I asked, playing the devil’s advocate.  I mean, those don’t look too dangerous,” I pointed a finger into the sky where two small birds had appeared behind a veil of clouds.  They circled our location like buzzards, though I imagined they couldn’t pose much of a threat.  Hell, they sort of looked like black-feathered hawks, but with a singular red stripe stretching down their back. 
 
    Rhylor peered up at the avian beasts with a peculiar look.  Suddenly, his eyes flickered with a greenish light as he activated the skill beast lore.  Seconds later, his expression changed... 
 
    “Kill them!  Hurry!” he yelled, grabbing his bow and knocking a pair of arrows.  Before I managed to summon my own weapon he fired his arrows into the sky, piercing one of the bird’s feathery chests but missing the other by mere inches. 
 
    “Damnit!” he growled as the remaining bird fled the area, heading east and moving far too quickly for any of us to chase.  The dead bird hit the ground with a thud, causing blood and feathers to spray into the air. 
 
    “That better not have been my cousin,” Ivan remarked, his voice full of disdain. 
 
    “What is it?” Hilda asked, concern evident in her voice. 
 
    “Those are scrying hawks!” Rhylor growled.  “They’re used to scout ahead for things like, oh let’s see... hunting parties!” 
 
    Brenton shifted nervously on his steed.  “Perhaps the best course of action would be to fall back and wait-“ 
 
    “No,” I interjected, feeling Salence’s draconic ambition channeling through me.  “We’ll face far worse when encounter Vexes.  There’s no turning back now.  If whoever’s scouting us is coming from the east, then we’ll race them to the other side of the plains.” 
 
    “Then quit gawking and let’s ride!” Helena yelled, galloping forward on her infernal steed.  
 
    Together, we began our charge across the Dire Plains, leaving a cloud of dirt and dust in our wake.  Some of the creatures of the plains took notice, eyeing us with predatory gazes as we cut a path through their homeland.  Thankfully none of the beasts decided to give chase, though an occasional rumble beneath our feet served as a grave reminder that not all threats in this place were easily spotted. 
 
    After what seemed like an hour of racing across the plains (though likely quite shorter), we slowed to give our mounts a short reprieve.  Despite between supernatural creatures, the beasts still had their limits and pushing them would not only break their bodies but the trust we’d built with them as well.  I’d only wished that the plains offered some sort of place to hide, or at the very least a tree that didn’t get up and walk away.  I could just feel it… somewhere, someone on this plain was tracking us down. 
 
    Carefully I lowered myself off of Zephyr’s back and ran my hand through the windsteed’s silvery mane.  As I reached for my canteen the steed whinnied, then lowered its head and gave my stomach a firm nudge. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed, pouring water into the windsteed’s mouth instead of my own.  I nearly tripped as four small creatures gathered at my feet just seconds later, waiting for their own turn at my canteen. 
 
    “Really guys?” I asked as Kord, Salence, Razyr, and Sledge all sat with mouth’s agape. 
 
    “Here,” Hilda said, smirking as she tossed her canteen my way.  After dumping some water into the mouth’s of my more eager sprites, I turned and held out a canteen towards Titania. 
 
    “Want some?” I asked, trying to coax a reaction from the divinity sprite.  She turned her head in my direction for a brief second before floating away, wholly uninterested in my offer.   
 
    I sighed before sipping down that last little bit of water, though my gaze lingered on the angelic familiar.  Just what was it going to take to make her open up to me?  We were going to need a strong bond if we planned on- 
 
    “We need to ride!  Now!” Rhylor shouted, pulling me out of my thoughts.  I looked in his direction, uncertain about the cause of his outburst.  It only took a second though before it became all too clear... 
 
    A cloud of dust had formed on the plain’s eastern horizon, slowly dispersing to reveal a line of horned beasts charging in our direction.  The beasts appeared similar in nature to the terrahorns we’d spotted earlier, though this breed was less bulky and apparently far more dexterous.   
 
    That wasn’t the worst part though.  Atop the terrahorns sat an overwhelming number of fierce-looking warriors… a group one would commonly refer to as a war party. 
 
    Shredded in muscle and covered in a mix of battle scars and red war paint, the group charging at us looked more than ready for combat.  Several of them wore suits of armor crafted from the carapace of the very creatures they rode, and each of them hoisted a crude, blood-stained weapon into the air. 
 
    Without thinking, I leaped onto Zephyr’s back and began racing north, though I wasn’t sure it would matter.  The war party was gaining on us fast, and once they closed the distance… well, dammit all, we were dead. 
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    Hot Pursuit 
 
      
 
    “I told you this was going to happen, dammit!” Rhylor growled, dashing alongside me on the back of his direwolf. 
 
    “I know!” I replied through gritted teeth.  I could see the mounted war party growing closer with every second, their horned mounts clearly a bit faster than they looked.  Well, that or they were receiving some type of dexterity-boosting enhancement from the Dire Plains.  Either way, we were in trouble. 
 
    “They’re gaining on us, Zan!” Brenton hollered from the rear of the group, his spectacles bouncing atop his nose with every gallop of his steed.  “And I’d rather not get eaten!” 
 
    “Dammit all,” I grunted, spurning Zephyr on even faster.  If they caught up to us, then we’d be vastly outnumbered.  Furthermore, Hilda and I were the only ones capable of flight, meaning we didn’t have any solid means of escape.  Once these bastards reached us we’d be fighting for our lives.   
 
    My mind raced as I tried to come up with a solution.  There had to be a way to- 
 
    “Zander!” Salence growled before swooping to my side and plucking a spear out of the air mid-flight.  Another wave of projectiles followed seconds later, cutting through the group like a rain of blades.  
 
    Hilda grunted as a pair of spears slammed into her shield, landing with enough force to nearly knock her from he seat.  Another spear came flying in my direction, slipping past Salence before smashing into my side.  It hurt like hell, but luckily my bladesinger coat managed to prevent the projectile from piercing flesh and cutting into my health reticle.  
 
    “Enough!” Helena yelled.  “Immolate!” A wave of flame poured out of her free hand, soaring into the air like a cloud of hellfire and burning the remaining spears right out of the sky. 
 
    “That won't stop them for long!  Anyone else have any ideas?!” Hilda shouted, readjusting her grip on her shield. 
 
    Before I could respond, the ground in front of us shifted as a massive cloud of dust rose into the air.  Seconds later that very ground gave way as a gigantic terrahorn creature emerged, yanking its body free of the freshly formed crater. 
 
    Acting on instinct, I veered Zephyr to the left, trying to steer us out of the terrahorn’s range.  Again, the beast proved far quicker than I expected, slamming its rocky tail into the ground and cutting off our retreat. 
 
    “Back!” I yelled, nearly slamming into Hilda as I turned Zephyr around and began charging back the way we came.  We made it about twelve steps before I realized just how dire our situation was... 
 
    The war party approaching from the east had circled around to our flank and was now cutting off our last path to escape.  Coupled with the gargantuan terrahorn in front of us, we were virtually boxed in on all sides...  We were trapped like dogs. 
 
    I immediately braced myself, expecting another wave of spears to come flying in our direction.  Instead, our pursuers leveled their weapons at us and began a slow, calculated approach.  And now that they were closer, I could get a much better look at them.  They were intimidating, to say the least, with bodies hardened by life on the savage plains and eyes that cut through your soul like daggers.  Many of them were of the primal domain… barbarians, shamans and even a few druids.  Some wore armor carved from the rocky hides of their terrahorns, while others wore brilliant furs and cloaks made of hide.  I could see that many of their weapons were hand-crafted, though they weren’t as crude as I once thought.  In fact, more than a few spears had glowing runic markings etched into their wooden shafts. 
 
    “This is not gonna end well,” Rhylor said as his eyes scanned the opposing force.  “A lot of these guys are nearly the same level as us... some of them higher.” 
 
    I nodded solemnly, then gave the trio of riders in front of the group a quick scan. 
 
      
 
    Dro’Kor 
 
    Lvl 38 Barbarian 
 
    Familiar: Kodak 
 
      
 
    Brekna 
 
    Lvl 31 Berserker  
 
      
 
    Dragnar 
 
    Lvl 34 Barbarian 
 
      
 
    Dammit all, these guys were tough.  Sure, we’d be able to take out a hand full of them, maybe more, but we’d never have the magick or steel needed to take out a group like this.   
 
    As the group closed in I couldn’t help but notice that something about the situation felt… off.  Despite having us surrounded, none of them had attacked.  Well, they had thrown spears at us earlier, but most of those had been easily deflected.  I almost wondered if they were using them as a way to steer us into their trap.  Either way, I was going to be ready for whatever came next. 
 
    Helena crept up to my side and leaned in my direction, her eyes glowing a faint crimson.  “Just say the word Zan, and I’ll drop a Balor right in the middle of these sons of-“ 
 
    “Just wait,” I whispered, cutting her off.  “I think they’re holding back or something.” 
 
    Helena sighed.  “Fine, but the minute they mention eating us you can bet I’m going to light em up.” 
 
    I nodded.  That was fair. 
 
    I kept an open palm at my side, ready to call on one of my familiars and watched as the group of riders came to a stop just a few yards in front of us.  The man named Dro’Kor dismounted from his terrahorn and took another few steps in my direction, stopping just a foot from where I sat.  He was a mountain of a man, wearing just a thin layer of hide over his muscled frame and a mantle of red and white feathers across his broad shoulders.  A long, tan cloak trailed from the man’s back, frayed at the edges from prolonged use. 
 
    The barbarian’s eyes locked onto mine as if he was waiting for me to make a move.  I returned his gaze, muscles tensed as feelings of unease began to swell in my stomach.    
 
    An eery silence had fallen over the windswept plains, though the growing tension made it feel like a thunderstorm was raging inside of my head.  Dammit all, if I played this wrong, if I made one wrong move... that’s all it would take to bring certain death upon me and my friends. 
 
    With reluctance, I swung my leg across Zephyr and dismounted from the steed.  As much as I didn’t want to admit it, there was really only one way to deal with this barbarian demanding my presence...  I had to face him. 
 
    The first thing I noticed when standing face to face with Dro-Kor was our size difference.  I’d considered myself to be well built, but the barbarian stood nearly a foot taller with muscles that had me looking frail.  I couldn’t be certain, but if I had to guess I’d bet his strength attribute was off the charts. 
 
    Suddenly the man let out a grunt, causing my hand to twitch ever so slightly.  Immediately Razyr positioned himself at my side, ready to switch to blade form in an instant.   
 
    Dro’Kor seemed to notice this little movement and smiled.  Then he began speaking in a tone both deep and commanding.  “Not a day goes by that I don’t find a group of fools trying to trespass on our territory, though many any of them don’t possess the fire in their eyes that you do.  Did you come to these savage lands just to show everyone how strong you are, little dragon?” 
 
    Little Dragon? What the hell was that supposed to mean? 
 
    “I... I didn’t come to fight,” I finally responded. “We merely seek passage to the Scorchlands.” 
 
    A few of the other barbarians laughed, though Dro’Kor remained composed.  “You wish to go to the land of fire?  If you wanted to die, then I could think of much easier ways to do so.” 
 
    “We didn’t come to die, either,” I growled.  “There’s someone I need to see on the other side of these plains.  Now please, if you’ll just let us pass...” 
 
    Dro’Kor raised a hand to his chin and began stroking his short, black beard.  “I’m sorry, but I cannot let you do that.  We are the Dire Clan, protectors of the plains and guardians of Aetheria’s northern treasures.  We made a pact to prevent those we deemed unworthy to venture north.   And you, little dragon, are unworthy.  I am sorry, but you must die.”  As he finished, the man let out a hearty chuckle. 
 
    Hilda and Rhylor immediately rushed to my side and drew their weapons, causing the surrounding barbarians to join in on the laughter.  I raised my hands to either side as if to hold the other two back.  I needed to think.  There had to be a way out of this.  These people of the dire, the way they moved, the way they responded to leadership... if I had to guess I’d say these people were deeply entrenched in tradition. Perhaps I could use that. 
 
    “Has anyone else ever been deemed worthy to pass?” I asked. 
 
    Dro’Kor paused as if he hadn’t considered that.  “Only a select few have proven themselves strong enough to earn passage through our land.  All others have-“ 
 
    “Then let me prove myself!” I interjected.  “Let me show you I’m worthy to pass.” 
 
    The barbarian smirked.  “And how will you do that, little dragon?” 
 
    Now my own smile was forming across my face.  “The only way I know how… through open combat.” 
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    A Dire Spectacle 
 
      
 
    What the hell was I thinking?   
 
    That was the only question running through my head as the clan of dire barbarians guided us towards one of their establishments.  Dro’Kor, who apparently was a high-ranking member of the clan, had agreed to face me in open combat.  He insisted that I was foolish for challenging him on his own land, and maybe I was... but I didn’t see another option and I wasn’t about to watch my friends get slaughtered. 
 
    The five of us rode in silence as the dire riders guided us East, circling us atop their horned beasts. Occasionally one of the men in front of me would turn around and shoot me a grin as if the thought of seeing me get pulverized by one of his clansmen had made him giddy.   
 
    I was just going to leave it alone, though Helena had a much harder time with that.  Channeling dark Aether into her body, she made her eyes glow a bright crimson as hellfire began to dance across the tips of her fingers.  The barbarian shuddered before promptly turning back around on his terrahorn, spear gripped just a little bit tighter. 
 
    It wasn’t long before our caravan began to slow as some sort of… structure came into view.  From afar it looked like a very long, ivory-colored building.  Though it wasn’t until we were a bit closer that I realized that it wasn’t a building at all, but the bones of some massive, long-dead beast! 
 
    From what I could tell, the bones had once belonged to some sort of enormous creature, though the dire clan had clearly re-purposed the remains.  The creature’s spinal column acted as a makeshift roof, while the curved rib cage worked as the supports of the building’s wall.  Pieces of hide had been stretched over the bones, adding a level of privacy to the structure and sheltering whoever was inside from the elements.  It was actually rather impressive. 
 
    “There,” Dro’Kor ordered, grabbing my attention as he pointed to a ring of dirt.  Runic markings encircled the area, illuminated by a glow that gave the ring a certain... mystique.  “That ring is a sacred testing ground where young dire warriors prove themselves.  It is where your challenge will be met... and your bones will be broken.” 
 
    Salence let out a growl atop my shoulder as my muscles tightened.  “I’m ready when you are,” I replied to the barbarian, refusing to show the man any weakness.  He was certainly bigger, but I had a feeling that he was underestimating me.  I’d just have to show him how foolish he was. 
 
    Dro’Kor merely chuckled.  “So eager to spill blood, little dragon.  You will regret that.”  Before I could respond the barbarian turned to address the rest of his clan.  “Brothers!  These outsiders have trespassed on our lands.  They then refute our claims that we alone choose who walks on these plains!” 
 
    “You can’t just run down whoever you damn well please,” Rhylor interjected. 
 
    “It is our divine right!” Dro’Kor roared as his gaze snapped back to the ranger.  “Now, gather my brothers and sisters.  Alert the elders of their arrival… then come to the proving grounds and watch me show these fools the true strength of the dire!” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    My heart thrummed in my chest as a pair of brutish dire clansmen escorted me to the ring.  Several dozen clansmen and women had gathered to watch the spectacle, faces covered in streaks of red war paint and smiles on each and every one of their faces. 
 
    “Why are they… smiling at us?” Razyr whispered into my ear, a bit of tension in his soft voice. 
 
    “Because they think we’re going to die,” I replied dryly. 
 
    Razyr went silent for second before asking, “Well, are we?” 
 
    I let out a chuckle as we reached the center of the ring, then nodded towards our opponent.  “You tell me.” 
 
    Emerging from the crowd of onlookers was Dro’Kor, level 38 barbarian and officer of the Dire Clan.  The man now sported a partial suit of spiked armor, likely crafted from terrahorn hide.  Interlocking pieces covered his arms and chest while a giant spiked pauldron sat atop one of his soldiers. The man wore a fierce look on his face, complemented by a single stripe of war paint streaked over his right eye.   
 
    I took a quick glance at the man’s legs which were far more vulnerable, covered only by plated boots and thick leather pants.  It was likely for mobility, but perhaps I could exploit that as a weak point... 
 
    “Fighters!” and elder clansmen hollered as he made his way towards the center of the ring.  “We’ve gathered here at the proving grounds to settle a challenge from an outsider!”   
 
    I rolled my eyes as the crowd let out a gasp.  Clearly, they knew what the bell was going on... this was just adding to the spectacle. 
 
    “And I, Deckard, respected elder of the Dire Clan, do hereby serve as witness to this challenge, this blatant attack on our clan’s power!” 
 
    ‘For god’s sake…” I muttered. 
 
    The old man raised his hands into the air, causing his tan, loose-fitting robes to slip down to his elbows.  “Fighting for the honor of the Dire Clan, we have none other than our very own Dro’Kor, the Steel Talon!”  
 
    The crowd roared as Dro’Kor stifled a grin, eyes still locked on me from the far end of the ring.  The old man allowed the crowd to stir for a moment before shifting his focus, now pointing in my direction.  “And the challenger, a man from the south sent here to tarnish our clan’s honor... the outsider!” 
 
    The crowd began booing emphatically as if I were the culprit of some sort of heinous crime.  Oddly, the entire thing reminded me of my time in Airrigar’s arena.   
 
    A few seconds passed before the crowd eventually quieted, leaving Dro’Kor and me in a near-silent stare down.  The clan elder made his way to the ring’s edge, his old robes kicking up dust as they dragged across the ground.  As soon as he was free of the runic circle, he threw his arms back up into the air.  “Now combatants, draw your weapons!” 
 
    I nodded, reaching my hand out as Titania swooped in, taking the form of the titan blade.  For as distant as the sprite acted in her base form, she seemed more than willing to join my side as a weapon of war.  I could feel her very Aether thrumming through the blade’s hilt and cycling into my arm, empowering me, enhancing my strength.   
 
    My other familiars remained at my feet, ready to bond or change form at a moment’s notice.  I knew that bonding them all at once would offer me my greatest power potential, but showing your hand to your opponent right off the bat was never a good strategy.  No, I would use my sprites to pick the barb apart, then call on their strength when I was ready to finish him off. 
 
    “Ah, I see you’ve bonded you very own sprites…,” Dro’Kor said, eyeing the runic, opal longsword that now sat in my grasp.  “They’re cute... Here, let me show you mine.” 
 
    The barbarian reached a hand into the air and turned his gaze towards the heavens as a sheet of clouds made their way across the pale, red sky.  “Kodak, come to me!” he yelled, creating a stir in the air above.  Suddenly, a large creature burst out of the clouds, wings spread as it descended towards Dro’Kor.  At first glance, the beast looked like a hawk, though as it drew closer I realized it was far bigger than that.  With burnt red feathers and talons the size of daggers, the bird swooped down and landed atop Dro’Kor’s shoulders, revealing itself to be far larger than the barbarian himself.  
 
    “It’s time.... lend me your strength,” the barbarian commanded.  The avian beast let out a screech before transforming into a dark ball of light that settled in the man’s palm.  Dro’Kor watched with intensity as the light shifted and grew, stretching into the shape of a massive, double-bladed sword.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grimace at the sight of the sprite-forged weapon.  Its blades were thicker than my arm and combined with the center hilt, were likely over eight feet long.  It was the kind of weapon an ogre might wield, not a damn human! 
 
    “Are the combatants ready?” the elder asked, rubbing his palms together in anticipation.  I gave the man a quick nod, though Dro’kor merely slammed his free fist into his chest.   
 
    “Very well,” the elder continued.  Slowly, the man reached into the pocket of his robe and produced a small, yellow orb of light.  The light quickly unraveled, morphing into the form of a small fairy-like creature before taking flight and spinning around the arena...  a dueling sprite. 
 
    As expected, a notification appeared in my vision as the sprite came to a stop at the arena’s center and a golden barrier appeared around the arena’s edge. 
 
      
 
    Dro’Kor has challenged you to a duel 
 
    Accept / Deny 
 
      
 
    “Accept,” I said, spreading my feet and lifting my blade into a fighting pose.  Dro’Kor smirked as he lifted his weapon into the air and began spinning the massive blades in his palm.  “Would you like to make any final requests to your gods?” he asked, passing the blade from hand to hand. 
 
    “Just shut your damn mouth and fight,” I replied, grip tightening on my blade. 
 
    “Very well,” Dro’Kor said, his large frame falling into a crouch.  “Perhaps if you fight well enough, you’ll earn a proper burial amongst our cattle,” Then with an explosion of energy, the barbarian charged. 
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    A Test of Strength 
 
      
 
    Dro’Kor’s gaze turned fiercely intense as he charged across the arena, eyes fixated on the center of my chest.  His mouth opened as he came barreling in, unleashing a primal roar in my direction. 
 
      
 
    Demoralizing Shout 
 
      
 
    Immediately, a wave of near-invisible energy assaulted my body, slowing my senses and sapping my strength.  Dammit all, my speed advantage was likely all but gone! 
 
    “Sorry, Little Dragon!” Dro’Kor roared as he leaped into the air.  “But it’s time to beat the fire out of you!” 
 
    I raised my opal sword above my head just as the barbarian’s double-bladed sword came crashing down.  Our weapons clashed, causing a shower of sparks to cover the area and a ring of dust to rise from my feet.  
 
    His strength was immense, so much so that my knees nearly buckled after parrying just a single blow.  Without wasting a step, the barb relented and spun the other end of his blade around, forcing me to dive out of the way or lose my head. 
 
    “Razyr, to me!” I yelled, absorbing the sprite into my chest as a ball of light.  Immediately, my strength increased just in time to block another savage overhead blow from Dro’Kor. 
 
    “Your pets won’t save you, little dragon,” the man spat as he pressed forward until our blades were nearly against my chest.  
 
    I gave him a smirk despite the tremendous strain in my arms.  “We’ll see.” 
 
    In a single breath, I stepped away and released the titan blade with just my left hand.  I raised my open palm into the air as Sledge leaped in, taking hammer form in my grasp.  
 
    With a quick boot to the stomach, I put more space in between Dro’Kor and I as I swung the hammer with all my might.  “Kinetic strike!” I growled, causing the sprite-forged weapon to thrum with energy as I smashed it into Dro’Kor’s guard. 
 
    The barbarian absorbed the strike on his side, grunting in pain as the weapon slammed into his armored shoulder.  I had almost expected to see his body skid across the arena floor.  Instead, he remained unwavering, his health reticle barely depleted and a smirk forming on his damn bearded face...  My attack had barely harmed him at all! 
 
     “My turn!” Dro’Kor roared, sweeping his blade out wide as he took aim at my midsection.  Acting on instinct, I threw up my slayer’s mark and activated shadowshift, re-materializing behind my foe. 
 
    Dro’Kor spun on his heel, spinning his blades out in front of himself as if he were anticipating my strike form behind.  Fortunately, I had other plans. 
 
    “Salence!  Burn!” I yelled as I dove away from Dro’Kor, barely avoiding the man’s double-bladed barrage.  The dragon familiar swooped in, unleashing a torrent of flame in the barbarian’s direction.  
 
      
 
    Dragon’s Breath 
 
      
 
    Dro’Kor planted his feet as the flames closed in on his location, raising his spinning blades into the air.  Faster and faster he spun them, creating a whirlwind effect that not only repelled the dragonfire but sent it spiraling right back in Salence’s face. 
 
    The instant Salence was engulfed in flame Dro’Kor pivoted, activating another skill as he charged in my direction. 
 
      
 
    Bull Rush 
 
    Barbarian Skill 
 
    The barbarian gains momentum as he charges towards his target, becoming impervious to slow and stun effects. 
 
      
 
    Dro’Kor was on me again in an instant, swinging his double-bladed sword with so much force that he nearly knocked the titan sword out of my grasp!  I crossed my weapons in front of me, intercepting another pair of strikes before attempting to roll to the side. 
 
    “Barrier Breaker!” he howled, activating another one of his skills as his now glowing sword clipped me in my side.  My body went skidding across the arena floor, creating a trench in the dirt that was littered with my sweat and blood. 
 
    I groaned, peering up at my now yellow health reticle as I climbed to my feet... Dammit all, it felt like I got clipped by a freight train! 
 
    “Zander!” Hilda yelled from beyond the barrier, pulling me out of my stupor and back into battle.  My eyes locked back onto Dro’Kor who was once again charging right at me.  However, his bull rush skill wasn’t active this time. 
 
    “Wrap him up, Kord!” I commanded, urging the nature sprite into action as I sent forth a shadow snare of my own.  Perhaps if I could tie him up for just a second, then- 
 
    My heart sank as I watched the barbarian’s hand snap forward like a viper and snatch Kord’s tongue out of the air.  With a single yank, he sent the sprite propelling forward into my shadow snare, intercepting the skill and wrapping the nature familiar in my own coils of darkness. 
 
    For an instant, it was as if time had started to slow as if our battle had been set on slow motion.  I watched as the barbarian charged at me, eyes resolute, muscles pulsating with each step.  His massive double-bladed sword gleamed in the light of Aetheria’s sun as he raised it for another strike.  Dammit all, I needed to do something, needed to find a way to win... 
 
    It was time to give this bastard everything I had. 
 
    As Dro’Kor swung his blade I activated illusionary strike, phasing to the man’s side before chaining it with a double-strike.  My familiar weapons came down one after the other, my hammer smashing through the barbarian’s guard as my titan blade sliced into the man’s exposed side.   
 
    The barbarian grunted in pain as traces of lightning arced from my blade and into his body, shaving off a small chunk of his health reticle.  Finally, I had proven that this bastard could bleed! 
 
    “It appears you may have more fight in you than I thought, Little Dragon,” Dro’Kor said as he backed away slowly, the double-bladed sword once again rotating in his hand. 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything,” I replied, falling into a fighting stance as Salence and Kord returned to my side. 
 
    Dro’Kor shook his head.  “Perhaps... or perhaps you have nothing to show to a warrior of the dire.  Here, let me demonstrate some true power!” 
 
    Immediately, the barbarian heaved his spinning blade into the air as Aetherial energy began to crackle in the area around him.  His already sculpted muscles seemed to expand and his eyes began to glow as if his pupils had been replaced with tiny thunderstorms. 
 
      
 
    Ancestral Might 
 
    Barbarian Skill 
 
    The barbarian calls upon the spirits of his ancestors and demands their power, granting him a massive increase to strength, dexterity, and constitution.  As long as this ability is active, it will drain the barbarian’s mana pool and any available Aether. 
 
      
 
    Dammit all, if this was anything like my Death’s Embrace skill, then I was in for a hell of a fight.  Maybe I could go toe to toe with him if I switched to aspect of the dragon..  I was able to take down Cryox that way.  Or maybe it was time to risk my body and just go all out... 
 
    Before I could formulate a new plan, Dro’Kor leaped forward with insane speed and struck out, halting his blade’s spin as he slammed it down where I stood. 
 
    The weapon plunged into the ground as I rolled away, breaking through earth and stone like it was nothing.  Before I could rise to my feet the barbarian was on me again, slamming a knee into my stomach that made me cough up blood.  Instinctively, I brought my weapons up to parry, crossing them in front of my face as Dro’Kor’s blade came crashing down.   
 
    Sparks sprayed into my face as his weapon slammed into my own, the power behind his blow so immense that it forced me to a knee.  Sensing an advantage the barbarian pressed on, bringing his blade within inches of my face.  A final push was all it would take to spill my blood across the arena floor....but dammit all, I wouldn’t let that happen! 
 
    “Salence!  Kord!  Lend me your strength!” I growled, arms shaking as Dro’Kor’s blade began to press into my cheek. 
 
    The pair of familiars dove in my direction, forming into balls of light as they soared past my opponent and absorbed directly into my chest.  Aether immediately flooded my channels, giving me a sudden surge of strength.  
 
    “Bastard!” I growled, channeling the Aether into my arms before shoving the barbarian back a few paces.  “I’ll show you what true power is!” 
 
    The gaze of every onlooker moved to the center of the arena as I took a step forward and lifted my familiar-forged weapons into the air, gripping them firmly at my sides.  I took a deep breath, preparing myself for the storm I was about to unleash upon my own body... 
 
    Then without hesitation, I released the weapons from my grasp. 
 
    Titania and Sledge abandoned their weapon forms as they fell towards the ground, changing into balls of light before entering my body.  Time seemed to slow as their Aether traveled through me, tearing through my veins like a thunderstorm before merging with the other familiars at my core.   
 
    I clenched my fists as a sudden, intense wave of pain tore through my body, setting my insides ablaze.  It was as if someone had detonated a bomb inside my chest and the only thing containing the blast was my thin layer of flesh. 
 
    Fighting against the pain, I began cycling the Aether within me with everything I had.  Razyr, Kord, Salence, Sledge, even Titania... I could feel their presence inside me, their power becoming one with my own.  My familiars, they had the same desire I had.  They wanted to overcome, to rise above this challenge and prove we were strong enough to wield this power that we so desperately sought... 
 
    They wanted to win. 
 
     Suddenly, the Aether storm within me stabilized as Azure light began to flow over my body, solidifying over my form until I was covered in a gleaming set of plate mail.  The armor was sleek and majestic, held together with an azure energy that flowed between its plates. 
 
    A notification appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Mantle of the Azure Warden 
 
    2nd Sequence 
 
      
 
    I marveled as my interface seemed to evolve right in front of my eyes.  Not only was it displaying basic data like health and mana, but it was analyzing my opponent and feeding me countermeasures in real-time!  Possible attack patterns were laid out before me, along with the skills needed to properly counter each attack was a mere thought away.  Dammit all, this was amazing! 
 
    Unimpressed, Dro’Kor let out a roar and charged in my direction, blade glowing with a barrier breaker skill at the ready.  Perhaps he thought he was going to break through my new set of armor...  Well, maybe it was time to break his will. 
 
    Aether poured out of my armor and into my palms, reacting to my instincts instantaneously…  I had entered the zone. 
 
    Meld a pair of charged kunai knives in each hand and throw him in Dro’kor’s face.  They explode, disorienting the barbarian and causing his attack to come in off-balance.  Sidestep the strike as Aether pools into my hands, then meld it into a heavy mace and smash it into his ribs.  Duck the counter-strike then step in and smash his nose with the end of the mace’s shaft.  As he staggers away, re-forge the mace into a pair of curved blades and shadowshift to his flank.  The barb’s reaction time has slowed due to his now cracked ribs.  Slice into his hamstring then deliver a kick to the back of the knee, forcing him low.  Release the blades and forge a quarterstaff.  Spin around to the man’s front, building momentum before delivering a final blow to the man’s chin and ending the duel. 
 
    Dro’Kor skidded across the arena floor before slamming into the glowing yellow barrier, his health reticle nothing more than a sliver of red.  He let of a soft groan, trying to force himself to a knee before falling face-first into the ground, unable to continue. 
 
    The dueling sprite descended to the center of the arena, golden wings fluttering in the air as she spoke.  “Zander Darkblade is the winner!” 
 
    I released my grasp on the glowing quarterstaff, allowing the Aether to swirl around my form as the dueling barrier began to disperse.  I half-expected the Dire Clan onlookers to express outrage at their champion’s defeat.  Instead, they seemed awestruck, eyes glued to my shimmering azure armor. 
 
    Slowly, the clan elder emerged from the crowd and made his way towards me, eyes wide as he approached.   I braced myself, unsure of what to expect from the robed elderly man, though what happened next left me a bit shocked. 
 
    Dropping to his knees, the elder reached forward and grasped one of my glowing hands as he spoke.  “Brothers and sisters, move quickly!  Ransack the pantries and pour the mead!  We must prepare a feast for our guests...  it’s not every day we’re graced by the presence of an Aetherborn!” 
 
    I let out a sigh as the dire clansmen began rushing around in excitement as if they’d just forgotten about the grueling duel that’d happened moments ago.  Aetherborn?  Heh, this was going to be interesting. 
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    A Feast Fit for Kings 
 
      
 
      
 
    In a matter of moments, the atmosphere within the Dire Clan had completely changed.  Once viewed as trespassers, my companions and I were now being treated like honored guests as if we were royalty visiting from some far off kingdom.   
 
    Even Dro’Kor, the man I had just beaten into the ground, used his last remaining bit of strength to walk over to me and place a hand upon my shoulder. 
 
    “It was an honor,” he said, voice raspy due to the cracked ribs he suffered.  “To fight against a true warrior of light.” 
 
    “Listen,” I replied.  “I’m not sure what you think-“ 
 
    “Sshhhh,” the barbarian interjected, shaking his head dismissively.  “Rest now.  There will be much to say after the feast.” 
 
    I gave the barb a reluctant nod as a pair of clanswomen hooked me under either arm and whisked me away, guiding me towards the clan’s massive hall of bone.  Once inside, I slipped away from the women, giving them a slight bow before sneaking off into one of the hall’s connecting chambers.  I immediately dropped to my knees and took a deep breath as my familiars exited my body, transforming back into their natural forms.  The little creatures huddled around me, rubbing at my sides as I took a moment to catch my breath. 
 
    “That was... amazing Zander!” Razyr growled, leaping onto my shoulder with glee.   
 
    “Yes,” Salence added.  “We were truly formidable.  With that power, we could force our enemies to grovel on their knees as we burn their cities with the flames of retribu-“ 
 
    “Ok buddy, I got it,” I said, calming the dragon sprite down before he got too excited and accidentally set the place ablaze.  I gave Sledge and Kord quick pats on the head before turning my gaze to Titania who now floated idly at my side. 
 
    “You let me bond you,” I said, more asking than telling.  The divinity sprite fluttered her wings as she positioned herself directly in front of me.  “Yes...” she replied after a long pause. 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    She paused as if considering her words carefully.  “I was... uncertain of you, Zander Darkblade.  Others tout you as a leader, but I see your true feelings.  You’re unsure of yourself.  You try to appear strong but often wonder if you actually have what it takes to complete your goals and protect the ones you love.  And your soul, it aches for the ones you’ve lost.  Your father, mother, your friend Max...” 
 
    I sighed as her words tore open old wounds.  “That’s what makes me human, Titania.” 
 
    “I know this,” she replied.  “But my former master, Cadmus... he was more than just a human.  He was... everything.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” I replied.  “I’m afraid I might not be able to live up to your former master.” 
 
    Suddenly, Titania floated over to me and wrapped a feathered wing around my shoulder.  “That’s Just it.  When you fought, I could feel the same power in you that I did him.  The strength, the conviction, the undying will and desire to protect.  It was in that instant that I knew, despite you and Cadmus being very different people... that your souls were one and the same.” 
 
    I gave the sprite a soft smile before placing my arm over her wrapped shoulder.  I now had five sprites completely on my side, five living entities with the power to push me beyond anything I could’ve ever imagined.  And yet, I still paled in comparison to the power Vexes held with his damned world breaker... 
 
    I sighed, rising to my feet as the novelty of the duel began to wear off and the weight of the world made its return to my shoulders.  As I turned to depart, another figure emerged from the thick curtain covering the door... the clan elder from earlier. 
 
    I eyed him curiously as he approached me, his loose sand-colored robes hanging off his old, muscular frame.  Seeing that I was no longer in danger, I took a second to scan the man. 
 
      
 
    Deckard  
 
    Lvl 40 Shaman 
 
      
 
    He smiled at me as he approached before placing a hand on either of my shoulders.  “I apologize for your treatment earlier,” he said.  “I didn’t realize we had another Aetherborn in our presence.” 
 
    “I’m not really sure what that is,” I replied.  To be honest, I had an idea of what he was talking about, but I wanted to hear it from him. 
 
    The elder shaman chuckled.  “An Aetherborn is an individual blessed with world energy.” 
 
    “The Aether?” I asked.  “That’s not so unique...  I mean, everyone in my group has their own bonded sprite.   Hell, even Dro’Kor used Aether in our duel.” 
 
    “Don’t act so naive,” Deckard replied.  “Dro’Kor accessed the power of a single sprite.  The Aether you managed to draw into your frail body would be enough to tear any other man apart, even one as impressive as Dro’Kor!” 
 
    I frowned.  “I am not frail...” 
 
    Deckard shrugged.  “Perhaps we have different definitions of frailty.  Either way, that doesn’t change the fact you are Aetherborn, a power that goes far beyond the scope of mere physical strength.  My boy, you're a legend!” 
 
    I shook my head dismissively.  “Not yet.  Right now I’m just a guy on a quest.” 
 
    Deckard chuckled.  “You remind of the last Aetherborn that passed through these lands... so humble.” 
 
    My eyes went wide.  “Wait, there was another of us here?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” he replied.  “That’s the entire reason we’ve been monitoring passage through the plains so closely.  He requested it.” 
 
    “And you just... listened to him?” 
 
    Deckard gave me a funny look.  “Of course we did.  To deny the boom of an Aetherborn would be no different than turning our backs to the gods.” 
 
    I nodded, starting to gain a better understanding of the shaman’s reasoning.  After all, the Aether was the world energy of the realm's fallen gods.  “What exactly was the name of the man, this Aetherborn that came before me?” 
 
    “His name was Brohm,” the shaman replied.  “A troubled man, to be sure.  It was clear he was carrying quite the burden on his shoulders...  though I suppose, that’s the price of wielding godly powers.” 
 
    I stood there stunned as the old man continued to ramble on.  “Did... did you just say Brohm?  As in Brohm Ironwill?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Deckard said with a shrug.  “Why, do you know him?  Are you a member of his order?  The sapphire knights?  Er, no.... was it the-“ 
 
    “Azure Wardens,” I interjected as Aether flickered in my eyes.   
 
    “Yes, that was it,” Deckard said with a chuckle.  “Apologies, you see the Dire Clan has been a bit... isolated.  You’ll have to forgive me if we’re not up on the current events of southern Aetheria.” 
 
    I shook my head.  Isolated seemed like a bit of an understatement.  “Can you tell me why the hell he was way up here?  Or maybe exactly where he was headed?” 
 
    Deckard sighed.  “As I said, he was a troubled man.  He had that look in his eye, the look of a man who’d seen far too many battles.  He didn’t say exactly where he was going, but it seemed like he was running from something... guess that’s why he asked us to guard the passage north.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Listen Deckard,  I need to find him.  It... it could mean everything.  Will you grant me and my kin passage north?” 
 
    The old man gave me a warm smile.  “When Brohm requested that we guard the passage north, I believe he did it with the intentions of guarding himself against some sort of threat.  But you... you are no threat.  You are Aetherborn, a wielder of world energy, a man chosen by the gods themselves!” 
 
    I let out a half-hearted chuckle as I turned towards the door.  “I’m just a guy on a quest to save the world.  Speaking of, me and my group really need to get moving.  We’ve already spent too much time here as it-“ 
 
    “Wait!” Deckard interjected.  “You must eat first.” 
 
    “We really should be going...” I said, despite the soft growl coming from my stomach. 
 
    Deckard frowned.  “Surely your journey can wait another hour or so.  And besides, I can have one of our hunting parties escort you north to the mountains.  You’ll be through the plains in no time.” 
 
    I sighed once more in concession.  “Fine,” I replied, putting a smile back on Deckard’s face.  “Just nothing too spicy.” 
 
    The shaman nodded, then immediately rushed past me through the room’s exit, shouting at his clan chefs to hold off on the spices. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The next few hours passed by like a blur as the Dire Clan held of feast of truly epic proportions.  Their main hall was quickly transformed into a banquet area.  Three impossibly long, wooden tables lined the center of the room, accompanied by over a hundred beautiful, hand-carved chairs.  Each tabletop was decorated with a variety of food native to the plains... oversized slabs of meat, baskets of odd-colored fruits, and barrels upon barrels of the strongest smelling ale I’d ever had the pleasure of smelling.   
 
    Myself and the others joined the clansmen as they feasted, drank, sang and laughed, all the while treating us while we were some sort of honored guests in their home.  Even Dro’Kor, despite being badly beaten in our duel, was more than happy to sit by me and exchange tales of battle. 
 
    “I once had to wrestle a hill giant with my bare hands!” he roared as pieces of rubbery bird meat fell from his beard.  I mostly smiled and nodded, happy to listen as his stories grew wilder with every cup of ale he consumed.  Then he invited his cousin over and things took a turn for the worse. 
 
    Tall, lean, and built like a true warrior, his cousin Yenna was more than happy to waltz over and (despite my obvious protests) take a seat directly on my lap.  I could feel my cheeks get hot as Dro’Kor gave me a firm pat on the back.  “My cousin Yenna here has been searching for a suitable mate for some time now.  Unfortunately, none of the men in the clan have been able to meet her... eh, standards.” 
 
    “It is sad,” she continued, wrapping a muscled arm a bit too tightly around my neck.  “None of the men in the clan seem to be able to keep up with me.  But after watching you fight, I wonder if maybe you can change that, no?” 
 
    Before I could respond, Hilda slammed her mug on the table so hard that I was certain it would shatter.  I carefully gazed in her direction, witnessing the fire now burning in her eyes.  Yenna promptly stood up and found somewhere else to sit. 
 
    “I think I need some air,” Hilda said as she rose from her seat and headed towards the door.  I immediately moved to follow her, but Dro’Kor’s massive hand slammed onto my shoulder and forced me back into my seat. 
 
    “Wait, little dragon!” he exclaimed.  “I have more stories for you!” 
 
    `I sighed, falling back into my chair as Hilda disappeared behind one of the thick curtains.  As Dro’Kor began spouting off another tale of battle, I took solace in the fact that at least I had my familiars by my side to keep my company... that is until I noticed them scurry through one of the exits as they chased down a pair of wild chickens.  With Titania flying off to do whatever it was that she was doing, I was left with only Dro’Kor at the end of the table alongside an endless supply of ale.  Perhaps avoiding the Dire Plains would’ve been faster after all. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Shortly after the sun began to set, the transformed banquet hall emptied out as much of the clan moved their festivities outside.  Still, a few warriors remained in the hall, slumped over the table in a drunken stupor or laying atop empty barrels of ale.  Thankfully, that included Dro’Kor. 
 
    As I stood to leave, I noticed a small crowd still remained at the hall’s far side.  Upon closer inspection, I realized that some of the clan’s more reputable barbarians had gathered around Helena, eager to show the cocky warlock up in what appeared to be a game of arm wrestling.  I chuckled as one of the largest men sat in front of her and latched onto her wrist, only to have his hand slammed into the hard tabletop in seconds.  Perhaps I should’ve warned them about the demonic strength spell she was channeling, but I decided to let her have her fun...  the look on the barbarian’s faces was just too good to ruin. 
 
    As I made my way outdoors, I nearly ran into Rhylor as he dragged Brenton across the encampment.  “Where the hell are you guys goin?” I asked, eyeing the precarious look in Brenton’s eyes. 
 
    Rhylor grinned as he pointed to a trio of female spell dancers eyeing him from the distance.  “Your boy here needs a wingman,” the ranger said before wrapping his arm around Brent’s neck a bit tighter.  “And I just happen to be an excellent wingman.  Consider it a group contribution.” 
 
    I grinned as Rhylor gave me a sly nod, though I couldn’t stifle my laughter as Brenton silently mouthed the words “help me”. 
 
    “Good luck,” I replied, waving as the pair begrudgingly disappeared into the ever-shifting crowd of clansmen.  My eyes wandered to the other side of the gathering where a pair of bonfires lit up the ever-darkening sky.  Several dozen clansmen both old and young had begun dancing near the fire as music filled the night-time air, their faces filled with the joys that festivities like this usually brought.  
 
    Slowly my gaze shifted to the source of the music.  In the distance I could see five men, three banging on a set of crude drums and the last two strumming their fingers across a pair of archaic string instruments.  Then I noticed another... standing in the shadow of the small band was a man who seemed entirely out of place.  Tall and lanky, the man stood with a long, black coat covering most of his features and a crimson scarf hiding most of his pale face.  His short, black hair sported a single stripe of white down the right and his hands danced across the surface of what appeared to be a modern guitar.  And were those guns strapped to his belt?! 
 
    I blinked a few times, unsure of what my eyes were telling me and to my surprise the man was gone, vanished without a trace. 
 
    “What the hell...” I muttered, scanning the area for any sign of the guitar player.  Surely, if he was really there then someone else would’ve spotted this odd intruder.  And yet... there was nothing but a mysterious feeling he left in his wake.  Was I going mad?  
 
    A bit perturbed, I stood by awkwardly and scanned the party as I juggled uncertain thoughts in my head.  I was suddenly feeling a bit out of place and was heavily considering telling someone about my crazy visions... that is, until a truly extraordinary sight caught my eye. 
 
    Standing opposite me in front of one of the large bonfires was Hilda, the firelight dancing across her soft skin.  Her long blonde hair had been taken out of its braid and now danced across her exposed shoulders.  And her body, typically encased in armor, was wrapped in a thin red dress that ended halfway down her thigh. 
 
    The guardian carefully raised her hand and motioned me over, though it took a moment for my brain to register a response.  She giggled as I reached her side.  “You do realize your mouth is hanging open, don’t you?” 
 
    I immediately shut my mouth as my hands instinctively reached for her hips.  “I’m sorry, it’s just that you look so-“ 
 
    “Shhhh,” she interrupted before grabbing the collar of my coat and pulling me a bit closer.  “Just dance with me.” 
 
    I smiled as our bodies began to sway to the rhythm of the clan’s music and embers from the fire rose into the air above.  Still, the thought of our quest still lingered in the back of my head.  “You don’t think we should get moving?” I asked, instantly regretting the words as they left my mouth. 
 
    Hilda merely shook of her head.  “We’ll need to rest soon either way. I don’t see the issue in spending a few more moments by the fire.” 
 
    “Maybe your right,” I replied, nearly stepping on her foot in the process. 
 
    “Not much of a dancer?” she asked, giving me a quick smile of reassurance. 
 
    “Not that I remember,” I replied, trying not to stumble as her hands slid down my side.  “Apparently you’ve got some experience, though.” 
 
    The guardian nodded as her expression visibly softened.  “It’s kind of strange, but... the dancing helps me remember.  I... I’m actually starting to recall dance lessons I took as a young girl.  I even remember my dad taking me out for ice cream afterward, and the flavor of butter pecan...” 
 
    I pulled her a bit tighter to my chest as thoughts of my own parents began to flood back in.  “Do.... do you wanna stop?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she replied, wrapping her arms around my waist as we embraced.  “If we truly are stuck here for good, then those memories are all I have left.  I want to remember, Zan...” 
 
    I nodded, running my hands through her hair as the sound of music drowned out everything but our thoughts.  Then we danced until the light of the stars began to wane. 
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    The Leviathan Blade 
 
      
 
    The light of dawn came quickly the following morning, though after spending an evening with the clan we were more than ready to depart.  The Dire shamans were kind enough to see that all of our wounds were healed and Deckard had made certain that our food rations were re-supplied. He’d also assigned one of the Dire Clan’s most seasoned war-parties to guide us to the end of the plains. 
 
    As we headed towards the edge of the encampment, Deckard himself came out to bid us farewell, though he paused as he reached me.  “Aetherborn!   I’m glad I caught you before you left. I almost forgot something!” 
 
    I took another glance at the generous amount of rations that the clan had provided before giving my head a dismissive shake.  “Really, you’ve done more than enough.” 
 
    Deckard scoffed.  “Oh, but I insist!  The Dire Clan may live in isolation, but we follow the gods of this world just like anyone else.” 
 
    “I’m afraid they might be dead,” I muttered, drawing sidelong glances from some of the other clansmen. 
 
    Deckard drew in a long breath, then gave me a firm nod.  “I know this... but that doesn’t change tradition.  You are a wielder of world energy, the same energy used by the gods.  And by that respect, I must offer you a boon.” 
 
    I forced back a sigh.  I’d been hoping to avoid this whole boon thing since Deckard had mentioned it the night before.  These people were living off the land, and they’d already used so many resources on the feast.  They really didn’t need to be giving me anything else. 
 
    Rhylor quickly perused his way over to my side and began whispering into my ear.  “Ask him for one of those spell dancer babes.  They’re wild!” 
 
    I took a passing glance at Brenton, who silently mouthed the word “no”.  Slowly, I averted my gaze back to the elder who now had a growing look of concern etched into his face.  I had to choose something... 
 
    “Do you have a weapon?  I sort of broke mine a few fights ago.” 
 
    The elder’s look of concern quickly changed to one of confusion.  “A weapon?  But... can’t you just create your own, Aetherborn?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I can, but it uses up valuable energy.  And to be honest, I feel naked without a piece of sharp steel strapped to my belt.” 
 
    Deckard placed a hand on his chin as if he was deep in thought.  A few awkward seconds passed by and I was about to tell him to forget about when suddenly his eyes lit up.  “A weapon?  Why I may have just the thing!” 
 
    Reluctantly, I found myself following the elder shaman back into the main hall as the others waited impatiently outside.  At this point, I was ready to just grab a kitchen knife and call it a day, or maybe just forget about the boon altogether... but Deckard insisted that fulfilling my request would bring his clan honor.  Dammit all, I just wanted to be back on the road! 
 
    After passing through the main hall, the shaman guided me into a connected area that I hadn’t been in before.  The room appeared to be filled with all sorts of artifacts... weapons, armor, and bones of beasts that I really didn’t recognize.  It was actually quite remarkable. 
 
    “What is all this?” I asked as my eyes found their way to a massive, ancient-looking halberd propped up against the wall. 
 
    “Things we’ve found across the plains,” Deckard explained.  “Artifacts from a time before the clan.  You see, we believe that the Dire Plains was once the site of a great battle.  In fact, we’re almost sure of it.  What you see here are pieces of that battle recovered by our hunting parties.... items found in alcoves, nests, and beneath the surface.  We’ve collected them in hopes of one day venturing out and trading with the rest of the realm...” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you?” 
 
    Deckard sighed.  “The southerners view us as savages.  What makes you think they won’t attack us the minute we show our faces on their land?” 
 
    I immediately thought back to my first days on Aetheria, to the welcoming faces, the open taverns and warm hearths I spent my nights around.  I was a newcomer to this world, and still, I was met with kindness from so many strangers.  Hell, I don’t think I would’ve survived without it.  Slowly, a smile crept onto my face.  “Listen,” I said.  “The realm can be damn scary, but there’s a lot of good people in it too... good people like you and your clan.” 
 
    “I... I just don’t know,” Deckard mumbled. 
 
    “Fine,” I replied.  “Then for my boon, I ask that you and your clan swallow your fears and reach out to the rest of the realm.  Enrich your people... give them a better life.” 
 
    Deckard began to nervously chew on his lip.  “But... what if they resent us?  What if they-“ 
 
    “They won’t,” I replied.  “Start with the dwarves.  I found them to be some of the most welcoming and generous people in Aetheria.” 
 
    Deckard sighed.  “Fine... But I still owe you a weapon.” 
 
    “Really, it’s fine,” I replied, more than ready to get back on the road. 
 
    “No,” Deckard said sternly.  “I have accepted your boon... but this is a gift.” 
 
    The elder glided across the room and retrieved something out of a long, wooden chest... a weapon wrapped tightly in a thick, burlap cloth. 
 
    With a smile I reached out and accepted the gift, giving the elder a final, parting nod.  It was time to hit the road. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The sun began to climb higher into the sky as we rode across the northern stretch of the Dire Plains.  Surrounding our party was a group of Dire Clan escorts, their armored mounts tearing up the ground with their thick, curved claws. 
 
    My left hand held me steady atop Zephyr’s back as the windsteed galloped through the dirt and grass.  However, my right hand was wrapped around the hilt of my newly gifted weapon. 
 
      
 
    The Leviathan Blade obtained 
 
      
 
    Leviathan Blade 
 
    Artifact Weapon 
 
      
 
    The Leviathan blade was a weapon once used in a long-forgotten battle and discovered by the Dire Clan somewhere in Aetheria’s northern plains.  Due to its immense size, the blade was believed to have been owned by a giant-kin or other large race.  Expertly crafted, the weapon has proven highly resistant to the clan’s primal magicks and unorthodox enchantments.   
 
      
 
    I spun the blade around in my hand, gauging its weight and balance.  The weapon was vastly over-sized, though it was only a bit heavier than nevermore, and its jade-colored blade was covered in a series of unrecognizable runes.  I gripped the jet-black hilt a bit tighter, trying to sense any residual magick hiding within.  Unfortunately...  I felt nothing. 
 
    Still a bit curious, I lifted the weapon into the air as Zephyr galloped over to Brenton’s side.  “You recognize any of these runes, Brent?” 
 
    The runecaster adjusted his spectacles and gave the sword a closer inspection.  “Actually...yes, I think I do.” 
 
    “Well?” Razyr asked from atop my shoulder, clearly as curious as I was. 
 
    Brenton cut his eyes at the drake before continuing.  “There appears to be activator runes, albeit a bit older than the ones I’m used to.  They don’t have any magickal properties themselves, but they are quite useful once you channel magical into them.” 
 
    I nodded, giving the blade another look over.  “You say the runes are older?  Just how old we talkin.” 
 
    Brenton grinned.  “If I had to guess, I’d say that blade was around during the time of the first wardens...  It's just a guess, though.” 
 
    I smiled then lifted the weapon into the air as my shadow magick swirled around the runic blade. 
 
      
 
    The Leviathan Blade is now your bonded weapon 
 
      
 
    Satisfied, I dismissed the weapon into shadow, ready to call on it an instant.  I couldn’t lie, it felt good to have a blade in my possession again... especially with the dangers that lied ahead. 
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    Internal Struggles 
 
      
 
    It was late in the evening when we reached the edge of the dire territory and parted ways with our Clan escorts, who were kind enough to give us a stern warning about the dangers of the north before departing. 
 
    Ahead of us, the bristly grass of the plains had grown sparse, making way for sloping hillsides and steep shelves of jagged rock.  And even further than that loomed Gloomhollow, an expansive mountain range that seemed to stretch beyond the clouds and into the heavens themselves.   
 
    We paused as to admire the massive peak ahead of us, it’s shadow enveloping our party like looming darkness grasping at its prey.  I wasn’t going to admit it, but the feeling it gave me was a bit... unnerving. 
 
    Rhylor and his dire wolf trotted a few steps ahead of me to get a better look at the trail ahead.  “What are the odds that this creepy mountain is filled with another clan of beautiful women that love to party?” 
 
    Helena immediately scoffed.  “The witty ranger always has something to add.  What are the odds that you’ll shut the hell up?” 
 
    Rhylor snapped his head around and gave the woman a spiteful glare.  “It only makes sense that the demon girl has a dirty mouth.” 
 
    “Demon girl?” Helena retorted.  “You let your boys tie me up in the woods!  And you call me the demon?” 
 
    The ranger immediately threw his head back and let out an exaggerated laugh.  “Your damn right I did.  You’re always trying to spin things in your favor.  Why don’t you tell everyone what happened when we found you in the woods outside Kharridan?  Why don’t you tell them how you tried to rob my men, and when you failed you tried to burn them alive!” 
 
    My eyes went wide as I turned my gaze to Helena, who was now staring daggers at Rhy.  “I was alone... trapped in what I thought was a damn video game!  I had to find a way to survive!” 
 
    “You could’ve asked,” Rhylor said before spitting into the dirt. 
 
    “Guys, please...” I said, wishing I would’ve interjected a few seconds sooner.  Rhylor shook his head before walking off, a freshly lit pipe now hanging from his mouth. Helena remained, however, tears welling in her crimson eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know why the hell you let him come with us, Zander,” she said, her tone venomous. 
 
    I met the woman’s gaze, feeling a bit unsettled by the whole ordeal.  “Was... was what he said true?  Did you attack them first?” 
 
    Helena gritted her teeth as her look immediately turned to one of betrayal.  “I was doing what was necessary to survive.  It was the only way I knew how to do it!” 
 
    Surprisingly, Hilda stepped forward, reaching her hand out towards the heated warlock.  “Helena, we-“ 
 
    “No!” the warlock continued.  “I’m just getting started!  You wanna know why I am the way I am?  Why I’m such a damn despicable human?  Well before I got stuck in this realm I was a damn con-woman!  I used to lie, cheat, steal... I did whatever I had to do and used whatever was necessary to drain those rich bastards for every penny they had, even the good ones... and I hated myself for it!  That’s why I bought this damn game... to try and forget about my shitty existence for a few hours.  Turns out I’m a terrible person in here too...” 
 
    Tears began to flow freely from Helena’s cheeks as her gaze moved down to her feet.  Brenton leaped off his mount and reached for her but she immediately backed away, fists clenched at her sides. 
 
    “What I tried to do to those guys was equally as screwed up as what they were going to do to me... but you know something?  I’ve tried to change, dammit.  When you idiots rescued me, you showed me that there might be a few kind people left in this world... and that maybe I was still deserving of some of that kindness.” 
 
    “You are, Helena,” I said, reaching a hand out for her myself.  “You are one of us.” 
 
    She scoffed at the comment.  “Yeah, whatever you say, Zander.  I need some air.” 
 
    Without meeting my gaze, the woman climbed back onto her infernal mount and began galloping towards the mountain, her face still stained with tears. 
 
    “I have to go after her,” Brenton said as he hopped back on his windsteed. 
 
    “Go,” I replied.  “We’ll catch up shortly.”  With a nod the runecaster sped off, disappearing from view behind a row of jagged rock. 
 
    With a sigh, I walked over to Rhylor who now sat upon atop a small patch of grass, smoke trailing from nostrils. 
 
    “Was that necessary?” I asked, snatching the pipe out of his mouth before taking a drag myself. 
 
    “She started it,” he replied as he retrieved a second pipe from his pack. 
 
    “Helena always starts it,” I replied before coughing up a plume of smoke.  “Part of being a member of this group is learning to just... well, deal with that.” 
 
    Rhylor sighed.  “She needed to be put in her place... but I suppose I do hate seeing girls cry.  Even the psycho ones...”. Slowly he rose back to his feet and stretched out his limbs.  “Let’s go find demon girl so..” he let out an exasperated sigh.  “So I can fix this and we can get this show on the road.  For some reason, this mountain really gives me the creeps.” 
 
    I nodded, giving the ranger a stern glare.  Then following another cough, I handed the pipe back to Rhylor and hopped atop Zephyr’s back.  Hilda quickly took my side, a look of concern etched into her soft features.  “Rhylor’s right.  This place doesn’t feel right, Zan.  Let’s find Helena and fix this quick.” 
 
     “We will,” I said, spurring Zephyr forward towards the mountain ahead.  For I knew that if we didn’t, then whatever was giving off these vibes was going to make sure we would die trying. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Rhylor took the lead as we followed the trail into the mountains, his wolf familiar dashing ahead as it followed the missing warlock’s scent.  We traveled for what seemed like a solid hour, exploring the foothills, inspecting natural caves and crevices... and still, nothing. Dammit all, I could understand being angry but what was she thinking? 
 
    Suddenly, Vice came to a stop and began pawing at the ground as a series of whimpers escaped his muzzle. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “This ain’t good,” Rhylor said, leaping from the back of his dire wolf to inspect the trail.  He quickly dropped to a knee, his eyes flickering with green light as he activated one of his tracking skills. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” I asked anxiously, hopeful for any sort of clues to their whereabouts. 
 
    Rhylor grimaced as he wiped away dirt from the tips of his fingers.  “There was a scuffle,” the ranger said, tracing his fingers across a patch of torn-up earth.  “Attackers emerged from behind those rocks over there... too many of them.”  Rhylor’s eyes moved to a patch of scorched earth a few feet ahead.  “Looks like they fought back before someone was dragged away...” The ranger’s gaze drifted away from the area and into the mountain.  “There.” 
 
    “They’ve got to be close!” I yelled.  “Salence, to me!”   
 
    The dragon familiar soared through the air, diving into me as a ball of light.  Seconds later my hands began to morph into draconic claws, scales began to populate across my skin, and a pair of sinewy, crimson wings shot out of my shoulder blades.  Finally, a long scaly tail grew out of the base of my spine as aspect of the dragon reached its completion. 
 
    “Zan, what the hell are you doing?” Hilda asked as my wings began to lift me off the ground. 
 
    “I'm going to fly up and see if I can spot Helena or Brent.” 
 
    Rhylor scoffed.  “You idiot.  That’s exactly how the other two went missing.  We need to stay to-“ 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I replied as I began my ascent.  “I’m just getting a better view!  Wait for me.  I’ll be back in a sec!”   
 
    The sound of Rhylor’s objections began to fade from earshot as I rose higher in the sky, climbing with the speed of a young dragon.  I didn’t intend to leave them behind, but if there was a fight recently then the others had to be close... they had to! 
 
    My eyes scanned the mountainside, my search becoming more frantic with every passing second.  This just didn’t make sense, it didn’t- 
 
    Suddenly, I paused as the faintest of sounds reached my draconic ears.  At first, I thought it was the wind, but after a moment I realized that the sound was far too eloquent.  Was... was that music I was hearing? 
 
    Going against my better judgment, I swooped down towards the mountain as the sound became more clear.  It was as if someone was playing an instrument, a violin or a guitar, and the sounds were bouncing off the mountain’s rocky walls. 
 
    Confident that I knew where the sound was coming from, I tucked my wings into my sides and dove as I swooped around a crumbling pillar of rock.  With talons extended, I latched onto the rock and swung myself onto a small, stony platform that was precariously hidden from view.  Almost immediately I went on the defensive as my eyes locked onto the source of that strange melody hanging in the air. 
 
    Leaning against a large slab of rock stood a man that I instantly recognized.  His long black coat hung down near his boots, swaying as hands danced across the strings of his oddly modern-looking guitar.  And then there were the guns strapped to his waist... weapons I was certain I’d never lay eyes on again.  This was the man I thought I’d seen amongst the Dire Clan, very much alive and unconcerned with my presence. 
 
    “What did you do with Helena?!” I shouted, forging my blade from shadow in an instant.  Instinctively, I gave the man a scan to see what I was dealing with. 
 
      
 
    Gerard Valentine (The Maestro) 
 
    Outer-realm Bounty Hunter 
 
    Lvl 40 Bounty Hunter 
 
      
 
    I gasped as the translucent notification appeared in my vision...  Bounty Hunter?  I knew Vexes was after me but who the hell had put a bounty on my head?!  Just who the hell was this guy? 
 
    The man played a final rift on his guitar before pausing to consider my question.  Slowly, his view shifted as he gave me a careful inspection, pausing when his eyes met mine.  I held his gaze, staring into his silver eyes with all the resolve I could muster. 
 
    Suddenly, he let out a feigned chuckle.  “Hold on a second.  You think I took your friend?” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” I growled, taking a step closer. 
 
    “Sure I did,” he replied, his voice full of sarcasm.  “And I locked her up in there,” he casually pointed to the guitar case resting on the floor near his boots. 
 
    “Quit playing games!” I yelled as Salence’s Aether caused my temper to flare.  “I caught a glimpse of you back at the feast, and now you suddenly re-appear in the mountains?  And you have guns strapped to you for god’s sake!” 
 
    The mysterious man shook his head as he fully rose to his feet, guitar held slack in his hand.  “I feel an awful lot of anger in that voice of yours.  Maybe you should stop letting that dragon influence your feelings.” 
 
    “Or maybe I should embrace it,” I said in a low voice, the dragon’s Aether now flickering in my eyes.  I didn’t want this to come to blows, especially since I needed to find Helena and Brent.  But if this guy wasn’t going to start talking, then forcing it out of him might be my only options. 
 
    Acting unfazed by my aggression, the man set his guitar down in its case and took a step in my direction, hands folded carefully behind his back.  “Calmness yourself, Zander Darkblade.  Your friends are alive.  I saw them being dragged into the mountain by a few... less than wholesome creatures.” 
 
    “Then why the hell did you lure me here?” I asked. 
 
    “Because, dear Darkblade... your friends are not part of my bounty.” 
 
    I suddenly felt the back of my neck grow hot.  “What are you saying?” 
 
    Valentine sighed.  “I am a man of two very different practices.  I am a musician, and my music is something that I love to share with others... but I am also a killer, something that I prefer to only do when necessary.” 
 
    “Then what the hell are we doing here?” I spat. 
 
    Valentine sighed.  “I’m offering you the same courtesy that I offer all my bounties.  I don’t enjoy killing the innocent, and your friends seem innocent enough.  That’s why I’ve given you the opportunity to leave them out of this, despite the fact that you’re remarkably rude.” 
 
    “And what exactly is this?” I muttered, buying myself a few more seconds to think. 
 
    Valentine tipped his head as his hands fell to his guns.  “Don’t pretend to be naive as well, slayer. You are my bounty... and it’s your time to die.” 
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    High Mountain Standoff  
 
      
 
    The cool mountain air grew still as Valentine and I squared off on the mountainside.  My eyes narrowed and my draconic Aether swelled as I watched his hands make there way down to the holsters of his guns.   
 
    My mind began to race as I eyed the distance between him and I.  By all accounts it was relatively short, perhaps a single leap if I put my strength behind it.  Still, if the bounty hunter’s dexterity was anywhere near my own, then he’d likely shoot me down before I managed to get a claw on him. 
 
    “I am sorry about this,” Valentine muttered, sliding his fingers around the gun’s handles.  “It’s just business, after all.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” I replied, readying myself for an attack. 
 
    Valentine merely grinned.  “Very well...” 
 
    Suddenly, the bounty hunter leaped into action.  The man’s weapons were out of their holsters in an instant, barrels glowing red-hot as he pointed the guns and squeezed the triggers. 
 
    I reacted instantly, though not in the way the hunter expected.  Rather than propel myself forward, I flapped my sinewy wings towards the ground, kicking up a cloud of dirt large enough to hamper Valentine’s sight.   
 
    A pair of bullets cut through the cloud of dirt as I lifted off the ground.  One of them streaked past my side, dissolving into a pile of ash and embers as it collided with a nearby rock.  The other found it’s mark in my thigh, burning away at my scaly flesh as blood and ash sprayed out of my leg.  A small chunk of my health reticle dissipated as pain shot through my body, but thankfully I could feel my fire resistance working overtime to stave off any further damage.  Dammit all, these weren’t just bullets... they were some sort of magickally-enhanced incendiary rounds! 
 
    With the dust settling, I flapped my wings again, this time propelling myself forward towards my foe.  Valentine caught sight of me at the last second, leveling his guns at me as he fired off some more deadly rounds.  I tucked my wings and fell into a spinning descent, forging my leviathan blade from shadow and drawing it back for an attack.  As I landed I swung the weapon with all my might, putting my added draconic might behind the blow... 
 
    That’s when I realized just how skilled my opponent was. 
 
    Valentine fell to his back as I descended, dodging my horizontal strike as he planted a firm boot in my gut.  The attack, coupled with my momentum sent me spiraling into the ground.  The pain that accompanied served as a  grizzly reminder...  I wasn’t just trying to slay some beast I’d encountered, I was up against a man whose greatest purpose was to kill. 
 
    Fearing a follow-up strike, I used my wings to spin off of my back and rise back to my feet.  Valentine was already there, pistol-whipping me across the face before delivering another solid kick to my midsection.  As I stumbled back, the bounty hunter fired more rounds at my chest.  I frantically swung my sword in front of me, deflecting one bullet then another, but a third round zipped past my defenses, burrowing into my bicep.  
 
    Pain shot through my arm, causing me to lose my grip on my blade as I stumbled back towards the plateau’s edge.  Valentine pursued, his face emotionless as he raised one of his guns and pointed it directly at my very human face.  Without so much as flinching, the bounty hunter took aim and fired, sending an incendiary bullet directly between my eyes... 
 
    But I was no longer there. 
 
    My body rematerialized as I shadowshifted to the man’s flank, leviathan blade returning to my grasp as I reforged the blade from shadow.   As soon as I felt the hilt against my fingers I swung my sword at Valentine, taking aim at his center mass.  There was no way he could counter a strike that he didn’t see it coming! 
 
    My blade glided through the air towards its target, bouncing harmlessly off Valentine’s torso as the weapon slipped out of my fingers once more.   
 
    “What the hell-“ was all I managed to choke out as my muscles began to seize.  For some reason, my body had stopped responding to my commands.  Then my gaze shifted downwards and I realized why. 
 
    Lying on the ground next to Valentine was one of his rustic pistols and in his hand was a thin, green blade that he’d pressed into my thigh. 
 
    “What... did... you...” 
 
    “Basilisk venom,” Valentine replied, casually withdrawing the blade and sliding it back into his belt.  “A high dosage will turn you to stone, but a small dosage like the one on my blade will leave your body rigid and unresponsive for a few seconds... quite useful for bringing in live catches or neutralizing troublesome bounties like yourself.” 
 
    “You... bastar-“ 
 
    “That’s quite enough of that,” Valentine interrupted,  pressing my mouth shut and saving me the effort of moving my jaw.  I watched, virtually helpless as the man leaned down and picked his weapon up off the ground before casually loading it with more glowing incendiary rounds. 
 
    Valentine sighed as he gave the chamber a spin, then clicked it into place with a flick of his wrist.   
 
    Slowly, he raised the weapon and leveled it with my forehead, his face still expressionless as his gaze met my own.  “Now, Where was I?” he muttered as his index finger made its way around the trigger. 
 
    My heart began to pound as panic consumed my thoughts.  I didn’t want to die alone on this mountain... I wanted to cry out and curse everything that had led me to this. Damn this man!  Damn this quest!  Damn this place!  Damn this entire realm!  
 
    Valentine was unmoved by the panic in my eyes and squeezed down on the trigger.  The barrel of his gun ignited and a loud crack erupted from the weapon, nearly deafening my ears... but the bullet merely soared by my head. 
 
    I watched in astonishment as Valentine’s eyes went wide and his body was cast aside by Hilda’s charging shield.  The woman swooped down seemingly out of nowhere, hitting the bounty hunter so hard that his body went careening over the mountain’s edge. 
 
    Valentine didn’t scream, didn’t make a single sound as his body disappeared into the fog that swirled around the rocky plateau.  All that remained were the footprints where he once stood and a guitar that would likely never again be played. 
 
    Hilda sighed as she came to a landing, her avian wings carrying her with the utmost grace.  I tried to speak as the effects of the venom faded but the woman promptly drew her hand back and smacked me in the face, leaving me stunned. 
 
    “Just what the hell were you thinking?” she asked after a moment, eyes still burning with fury. 
 
    “I... I’m sorry,” I muttered.  “I just had to-“ 
 
    “Had to what?!” she interjected as her hands reached up and grabbed my collar.  “Zan, if I didn’t follow you, then... then  you’d be lying dead on this mountainside!” 
 
    Feelings of guilt began to swell in the pit of my stomach as tears formed in the corners of her eyes.  Slowly, I moved my hands up and wrapped them around hers.  “I am sorry,” I said again.  “It’s just... I can’t lose anyone else.  We’ve already lost Taryn, my father...” 
 
    Hilda pulled me tighter, pressing her face into the side of my neck.  “Well, what about me, Zan?  I can’t lose you...” 
 
    I felt another swell of emotion and I wrapped my arms around her, gripping her in a tight embrace. 
 
    “You’re all I have left, Zander,” she continued.  “I can barely remember the person I used to be before all of this.  Emily... she’s little more than a fading memory.” 
 
    “But Hil... I thought you wanted to remember.” 
 
    The guardian let out a half-hearted chuckle as she lifted her head to meet my gaze.  “I did... for a while that was all that I wanted...  but look around us, Zander.  We’re covered in magickal items, standing on a mountainside that we flew to with our wings....  our wings, Zander!!  As much as it pains me to say it...whoever we once were is gone.  Now we’re just...” 
 
    “Fantasy realm superheroes?” 
 
    This time Hilda let out a laugh, though her grip on me only tightened.  “Don’t leave me like that again, dammit.” 
 
    I gave her a slight grin before simply replying “I love you,”.  Then she planted a firm kiss on my lips and for the briefest of seconds, all was well. 
 
    As we parted, the grim reality of our situation began to set back in.  Two of our friends had allegedly been dragged into the mountain, all the while someone else had hired a bounty hunter to try and take me out.  Dammit all, this realm sure was pleasant sometimes... 
 
    “We need to regroup with Rhylor and go find Helena and Brent,” Hilda said.  “The right way.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, though a flaring pain in my leg left me stumbling as I tried to take off.  “Dammit,” I growled, peering down at the bullet wound in my leg.  It seemed that the venom coupled with my adrenaline had bee enough to stave off the pain.  But now that they were gone... 
 
    “Zan, what the hell did that guy do to you?” Hilda asked as she leaned down to inspect the wound.   
 
    “He, uh... shot me,” I replied, pointing to the small hole in my shoulder just near the edge of my coat. 
 
    “A bow did that?”  
 
    I shook my head.  “No, a gun.  I think it was some sort of homebrew weapon... a runic pistol of some sort.” 
 
    Hilda grimaced as she grabbed a piece of cloth and tied it around my leg.  “I was wondering what the hell he was holding.  I didn’t even think guns existed here.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I replied.  “But I’m sure once Rhylor finds out he’s gonna want one.  Now let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Can you even take off like that?” Hilda asked, her voice full of concern. 
 
    Rather than make another attempt at springing off my feet, I merely walked to the edge of the platform until my body loomed precariously near the edge.  “No... but this’ll work,” I said, then I spread my draconic wings and leaped into the waiting abyss. 
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    Croak and the Divine 
 
      
 
    Moments later Hilda and I found ourselves gliding back to the location we’d left Rhylor at as the cool wind penetrated our garments and bit at our skin.  I had almost considered diving down and scoping out the area where I thought Valentine had fallen, especially if it meant getting my hands on those guns... but ultimately I knew that’d have to wait until Helena and Brenton were returned safely to our side. 
 
     As we made our way back to Rhylor, I found myself a bit... taken aback.  Sure, I was thankful to see the ranger alive and unharmed, but I wasn’t quite expecting to find him in such a... guarded state. 
 
    Razyr sat firmly atop the man’s head, his lips peeled back to reveal a toothy grin.  On the ranger’s feet sat Sledge and Kord, each of them gripping the man’s boots as if to hold him in place.  And circling the man was Titania and the ranger’s own familiar Vice, moving carefully as if they were on watch for any incoming predators. 
 
    As Rhylor’s gaze found my own his eyes lit up with rage.  “Zander!  Get these damn things off of me!” 
 
    Hilda nearly burst into laughter as we glided in for a landing. 
 
    “What did you do to them?” I asked Hilda, unable to mask my own grin. 
 
    “I merely told them to guard Rhy while I went and got you.  I guess they took it very seriously.” 
 
    Even if Razyr and the others had gone a bit over the top, I still couldn’t help but admire how well they responded to Hilda’s requests.  I wasn’t sure if it was because of her kind nature, or if they merely felt the same way I did about her.  Either way, it felt empowering to know that all of our bonds had grown so strong. 
 
    “Guys, I think he’s good,” I said, calling my familiars back to my side and allowing Rhylor to rise back to his feet.  He immediately shot me a scowl, then turned and began waltzing back over to his direwolf. 
 
    “I take it you didn’t find anything?” The ranger asked as he steadied himself atop the beast. 
 
    “No,” I replied.  “But I’m almost certain they were taken into the mountain...” 
 
    “Taken?” Hilda gasped.  “But, how do you-“ 
 
    “The bounty hunter,” I quickly replied.  “He mentioned that he saw them being taken away into the mountains by something.” 
 
    “And you believe him?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “No reason not to,” I replied, tipping my head.  “He was convinced that he had me dead to rights.  There wouldn’t be any point in lying to me about it.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” she said.  “Let’s get in there and get them out then.” 
 
    “Would someone mind telling me what the hell you two are talking about?” Rhylor interjected, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Ran into a bounty hunter that almost killed me before Hilda threw him off the side of the cliff... usual stuff.” 
 
    “We were bested,” Salence added as he exited my body and regained his small dragon form.  “But we will not let it happen again!” 
 
    Rhylor shook his head.  “Whatever let's just get moving...  I’m not going to be the reason these two end up missing.” 
 
    I nodded, promptly stepping aside to let Rhylor reassume the lead.  The man began to walk past me then immediately stopped as his gaze lingered on my bandaged, blood-soaked leg.  “Wait, just how bad did that guy kick your ass, Darkblade?  You gonna be able to go on?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I replied, though I was certain my dwindling health reticle and pained facial expressions gave me away. 
 
    “Dammit,” Rhylor growled, prodding at my leg as I tried to stumble away.  “Now our speed fighter’s a gimp.   Might as well get you a flag so you can cheer us on.  I mean, not sure what else you can do.” 
 
    Before I could respond with something witty Titania glided over and came to a stop in front of me.  “Your wounds, they’re quite severe,” she said, floating ever closer.  “Let me help with them.” 
 
    “Um... ok,” I replied, unsure of what to expect.  I was pretty familiar with the sprite’s offensive capabilities, but I wasn’t too sure about the rest. 
 
    “We need to bond... just you and I,” she said as she used her angelic wings to circle me, inspecting my body for any further damage.  “Once we’re bonded, my Aether will work to repair your wounds and return you to fighting form.  It’s one of the greatest advantages a divinity sprite can offer.” 
 
    I nodded then slowly stretched out my arms, gesturing for the sprite to join me.  Titania obliged, transforming into a ball of light before darting directly into my chest.  A sudden feeling of warmth washed over my body as divine Aether flowed through every fiber of my being, weaving through my torn flesh and mending my wounds. 
 
    I watched in awe as lines of iridescent Aether began to flow around my body, solidifying as they took the form of runic wrappings that fell loosely around my form.  The runes illuminated as small flickers of lightning danced across my fingertips and my eyes lit up like tiny thunderstorms. 
 
    As my transformation reached its completion, I felt a sense of calmness and purity wash over me, accompanied by a sense of unwavering determination.  It was somehow both similar and very different than when I took the aspect of the dragon. 
 
    I watched as a notification appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Full bond acquired: 
 
    Aspect of the Divine unlocked 
 
    Health regeneration increased 
 
    Spellpower increased 
 
      
 
    Bond skills: 
 
    Regrowth (passive) 
 
    Lightning blade 
 
    Lightning Grasp 
 
      
 
    “This is... amazing,” I uttered as I settled into my new form.  Forming a singular bond with my other familiars always gave me a boost in strength, but the strength of Titania’s Aether was on another level... perhaps even stronger than Salence! 
 
    “Hmmm… divine power looks good on you,” Hilda remarked as she looked me over.  “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like I’m ready to get moving,” I replied.  I hopped from one foot to the other, testing the strength of my once wounded leg.  Sure, there was a bit of lingering pain but nothing compared to what I felt just moments ago. 
 
    “Good,” Rhylor interjected.  “Now try to keep up.” 
 
    The ranger’s eyes flickered green as he toggled his tracking skill back on, and with a quick command, he sent his dire wolf charging forward.  Seconds later Hilda and I were atop our windsteeds, galloping just a few feet behind as we traveled further into the mountains. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much longer before we found ourselves at the end of one road, and at the beginning of another.  Looming in front of us was a massive, mountainous wall of stone with a singular stone door sitting at its base.  A small pool of black water bubbled to our left, slightly churning as if some sort of creature lurked below its depths. 
 
    Hilda’s eyes went wide as Rhylor leaped off his wolf and moved in to inspect the door.  “I think I remember something...  something from life on earth!” 
 
    “Really?” I asked.  “Did you do a lot of, er, mountain climbing or something?” 
 
    “Oh, gods no,” she replied.  “This area though… the door, the pool, the ominous mountain passage.  I think it was in one of my favorite movies.  Something about a ring or...” 
 
    “Get over here, Darkblade,” Rhylor interjected before Hilda could finish her thought.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    The ranger ran his fingertips along the center crease of the thick, black door as I approached as if he were testing it for weakness.  “We’re locked out,” he muttered.  “And I’m pretty certain that the other two were brought through here.  There’s scuff marks near the foot of the door.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow.  “Is it sealed magickally?” 
 
    “No,” Rhylor replied.  “I think it was slammed shut by something big though... and I don’t have any tools that can bust it open.” 
 
    I grinned.  “Let me take care of that. 
 
    A moment later, the thick, charcoal-colored door came crashing down as I smashed Sledge’s hammer form into its center.  As the nature sprite reassumed his base form, he turned and gave me a toothy grin.  It was odd, but I was certain the little creature actually loved being slammed into things. 
 
    Moving with care, Hilda, Rhylor and I entered the now open doorway and made our way into the mountain.  We weren’t quite certain what to expect, but whatever had sealed that door clearly didn’t want us following. 
 
    A blast of frigid air hit us the moment we entered, causing Salence to retract his wings and take shelter behind my back.  I dismissed Zephyr with a sigh as I pulled my bladesinger coat a bit tighter over my body.  Dammit all, whoever crafted this coat had made it impenetrable, but why couldn’t they have insulated it! 
 
    “This place feels... off,” Hilda said as she lit a torch and hoisted it above her head. 
 
    “Yeah, way off,” I replied, trying my damndest to shake off the shivers that were creeping down my spine.   
 
    The torchlight illuminated a small portion of the area in front of us, revealing an old, stone floor and a ceiling that was far too tall to see.  The place appeared to be man-made, with pathways that branched off into various directions and staircases that disappeared into the depths below.     
 
    Rhylor leaped from the back of his direwolf before recalling the beast into cloudy gem hanging around his neck.  “This looks to be some sort of greeting hall,” he said as his glowing green eyes scanned the room.  “Don’t think it’s greeted anyone in a while though.” 
 
    I nodded, eyeing the cobwebs that hung from the room’s long, stone benches.  A number of wooden barrels sat near us to the left as well, some overturned and all of them rotted through with age. 
 
    “Any leads?” Hilda asked, the concern in her voice growing by the second. 
 
    The ranger nodded.  “The trail leads down the center staircase... rather fresh too.” 
 
    Lightning danced across my knuckles as I raised a fist into the air.  “Well then... let’s get our friends back!” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    As we descended the large, stone staircase it became clear that something about this place was definitely off... well, other than the fact that our companions had gone missing in it.  Scuff marks were visible along either side of the wall, indicating that something very large had forced its way down.  Beyond that, a strange, sticky ichor seemed to ooze down the steps accompanied by a stench that was just outright repulsive.  Hell, I wasn’t sure if I’d make it to the bottom before gagging. 
 
    “Not good,” Razyr whispered into my ear as we approached the stair’s end. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    The drake let out a low growl.  “I sense... corruption, Zander.  The place we are headed... is unnatural.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Seconds later we reached the bottom of the stairs to find another room that was mostly empty, save for a small table displaying a number of half-melted candlesticks and a pair of doorways on either side.   
 
    “Trail’s gone cold,” Rhylor said as his glowing green eyes returned to their normal shade of brown.  “Guess it comes down to a coin flip now.” 
 
    “Left,” Hilda said without deliberation as she lifted her torch and headed through the large, arching doorway.  As we entered, the torchlight reflected off a set of barren stone walls, revealing a nearly empty room.  Except... 
 
    “What the hell is that?!” Rhylor shouted, pointing to something moving in the corner.  Immediately I forged my blade from shadow and charged forward, Hilda by my side with torch and shield. 
 
    As her light illuminated the corner I caught sight of just what we were dealing with, and it only left me all the more confused.  Hunched into a crevice of the old stone wall was what appeared to be a... a boy?  The creature was no larger than a child, though rather than flush cheeks and a youthful glow, it sported pale, grayish skin.  Its eyes were large and partially sunken in, its body thin and frail with little more than rags draped from its torso. 
 
    I took another step forward and the creature whimpered, it’s bare feet sliding across the floor as it unsuccessfully tried to slide itself farther into the cracked wall. 
 
    Feeling a bit wary, I leaned in and gave the little thing a scan. 
 
      
 
    Croak 
 
    Lvl 10 
 
      
 
    “He’s definitely not a threat,” I said to the others as I withdrew my blade and reached out a hand. “Hey, little guy... what’re you doing down he-“ 
 
    My words were cut short as the creature lunged forward, jaw snapping as he tried to bite off one of my fingers.  I pulled my hand out of the way just as Rhylor stepped in and hoisted the thing up by its collar. 
 
    “That’s it,” the ranger said.  “We’re snapping its neck and moving on.” 
 
    Suddenly Croak grew frantic and began thrashing about in Rhylor’s grasp.  His mouth opened again and this time I noticed rows of rotten, uneven teeth. 
 
    “Wait!” Croak pleaded, his voice raspy and full of fear.  “Pleeeease!  Don’t kill!” 
 
    “And why not?” Rhylor growled as he pinned the thing to the wall. 
 
    “Becaaaause,” Croak said.  “Me know where they took them.” 
 
    “Took who?!” I interjected, stepping a bit closer to the creature myself. 
 
    Croak let out a garbled groan before softly replying, “Your friends.” 
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    The Undying One 
 
      
 
    “He’s lying,” Rhylor said as he tossed Croak to the ground and reached for one of his handaxes.  The little beast rolled about on the floor for several seconds, letting out a series of long, drawn-out coughs as it gripped at its seemingly unharmed neck.  “I mean, look at the thing.” 
 
    “It looks like he lives down here,” I replied.  “Which he means he probably does know where Helena and Brent are.” 
 
    Rhylor shot me an incredulous look.  “And you trust that piece of filth?” 
 
    Before I could respond, Hilda stepped between us and made her way over to Croak.  Moving slowly and deliberately, she leaned down and placed a hand on the cowering creature’s back. 
 
    Croak’s head shot up and his body quivered as if he was expecting the woman to strike him.  Instead, she gently ran her hand across his bony back until a wide smile appeared on his ugly face. 
 
    “There, there,” Hilda cooed.  “What was your name again?” 
 
    “M-me Croak,” he said, his tone a bit less frantic and a bit more optimistic than before. 
 
    Hilda shot him a gentle smile.  “That’s a nice name.  Did you say you know where are friends are, Croak?” 
 
    Croak shook his head emphatically.  “Yes, yes!  Me know the way!” 
 
    Hilda forced her smile a bit wider.  “Would you mind taking me to them, Croak?  I’d really, really like to see them.” 
 
    Croak smiled wide, revealing his rotting teeth.  “Croak will take you.  Croak make excellent guide!” 
 
    Hilda feigned a giggle before taking the creature by the hand.  “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Come!  Come!” Croak said, pulling the woman back through the doorway.  As we exited the room, Hilda turned her head to give me a quick glance.  Our eyes met for only a second, but the look on her face said ‘follow my lead’.  I only hoped that this strange little creature wasn’t leading us farther into darkness. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    With Croak as our guide and darkness licking at our heels, we began our descent into the deepest recesses of gloomhollow mountain.  Hilda remained stuck to the gray little creature’s side, his hand wrapped tightly around hers like a child.  Occasionally, she would glance back at Rhylor and give us a reassuring nod, though Croak’s constant babbling demanded most of her attention.   
 
    As we walked, I took note of the expertly crafted pillars and finely made statuettes that decorated the halls.  It looked like this place had once been some sort of underground city, a home to likely many before being abandoned to the darkness. 
 
    “Almost there!” Croak said as he guided through a wide-open hall.  “Just a bit further until Croak bring you to friends!” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, Croak,” Hilda replied in an almost motherly tone.  “I can’t wait to-“ 
 
    Suddenly, her words were cut short as she caught sight of something in the next doorway. I watched as the guardian’s posture stiffened and the grip that she had on Croak’s hand went slack. 
 
    “Hil, what is it?” I asked as I stepped forward to see inside the room.  Not a second later I felt my own muscles grow stiff... 
 
    Awaiting us in the next room was what appeared to be a laboratory.  A number of stone shelves lined the far end of the room, each decorated with a number of crimson vials and human body parts suspended in glass jars.  A pair of cauldrons sat in the far corner, each filled with a green liquid on the verge of bubbling over.  And there at the center of the room, laid out across a long, stone table were the bodies of Helena and Brenton, strange tubes running into their nostrils. 
 
    By the time my mind recovered from the sudden shock of seeing my friends laid out on the table, I realized that Croak was busy squirming away. 
 
    “What the hell is this you little bastard?!”  I growled as the gray little humanoid crawled underneath one of the tables. 
 
    “Master!  Come!  Croak has brought you fresh meats!” the gray little man yelled, suddenly fearful of our approach.  
 
    “Vice, Get him!” Rhylor yelled, pointing his wolf sprite in Croak’s direction.  The familiar bound in, teeth bared as he took aim at Croak’s leg.  Unfortunately, Vice never reached his target... 
 
    The room lit up as a blast of eldritch energy tore through the floor, sending the wolf familiar flying in the opposite direction.  My eyes traced the blast up to its source as a feeling of dread began to swell in my stomach.   
 
    Entering from the other side of the room was a creature that emanated the purest feelings of death.  The thing stood like a man, it’s body dressed in old violet and black robes, it’s waist adorned with a belt that sported various keys, concoctions and even a set of human fingers!  But it’s face... that damned face was what creeped me out the most.  Behind the guise of a thick, black hood was the grizzly, fleshless skull of a man that should’ve long since perished. 
 
      
 
    Ziagyst the undying  
 
    Elite Monster 
 
    Lvl 45 Lich 
 
      
 
    I felt beads of sweat immediately begin to form on my brow as I read the notification in front of me.  That little beast Croak hadn’t let us to safety...  No, he’d done the exact opposite.  He’d brought us to his damned undead master so he could harvest our organs! 
 
    The lich took another step into the room as it’s hollow eyes began to assess the situation, as if the creature had just awoken from some sort of resting state.  Well, I was certain that once it got its bearings we were good as dead.  
 
    “Zan, grab them!” Hilda yelled, leaping forward with her Corvus shield raised.  The sound of her voice spurred me into action and I raced forward as well, leaping towards the table where our friends were laid out. 
 
    The lich caught sight of our movements and let out a wretched howl, causing a pulse of dark energy to cascade across the stone floor.  A wave of nausea hit me as the energy passed by, nearly forcing me to lose my balance.  Fortunately, a flaming arrow went soaring by and caught the lich directly in one of its hollowed eyes. 
 
    “Suck on that!” Rhylor yelled as he knocked a second arrow and let it fly.  This one burned even brighter than the first, exploding on impact and wrapping the undead caster in a swirling ball of flame. 
 
    As soon as I hit the table I reached out and yanked the disgusting tubes out of Helena and Brent’s mouth, causing a stream of nasty-looking fluid to spray out onto the floor.  Tossing the tubes aside, I yanked Breton off the table and threw him over my shoulder, all the while praying to any gods that were out there that he’d be ok. 
 
    “Hil, can you carry Helena?” I asked, voice frantic. 
 
    “I’ll make it work!” she yelled, tossing her shield across her back before hoisting the warlock into her arms. 
 
    “Guuyyyys!” Rhylor hollered, fear evident in the typically fearless ranger’s voice.  “We need to get moving!” 
 
    My gaze shifted back to the lich for the briefest of seconds and suddenly I knew why he was afraid.  The flames entrapping the lich quickly dispersed as an eerie, purple light began to emanate from its bony figure.  My body shuddered as the creature’s dreadful aura drew on the noise, the energy, the very emotion that swirled within the chamber, sucking it all out and leaving nothing but a feeling of palpable despair... 
 
    And then I saw them.  Marching through the darkened halls on either side of the chamber were rows of glowing, red orbs illuminating the shadowy halls... eyes of the dead now risen once more. 
 
    “Fall back!” Rhylor yelled, reaffirming just how dire our situation had grown. As I turned to run a pair of hands reached down and grabbed onto one of my ankles...  That little bastard Croak! 
 
    “Damn you!” I growled before yanking my boot free and smashing it into the little bastard’s nose.  A large chunk of his health reticle instantly vanished as a critical hit notification appeared, meaning I had likely broken the little bastard’s nose... hardly as much as he deserved. 
 
    With Croak reeling, I turned back towards the entrance and dashed through the door, familiars at my side and a wave of undead not much further behind.  The lich let out another screech that echoed through the halls, this one more angry, more visceral than the one he’d let out before.  It was as if it’s scream was resonating through the entire mountain. 
 
    A notification appeared just seconds later in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Call of the Progenitor 
 
    Elite spell 
 
    The spellcaster releases a wave of necromantic energy, causing any undead in the area to answer their call.  This spell can have far-reaching effects when performed by a high-level spellcaster. 
 
      
 
    “Oh to hell with that!” Rhylor spat as the notification appeared in his vision as well.  “We gotta get out of here!” 
 
    “Maybe we can get back to the entrance!”  I replied, wincing as the weight of carrying Brenton began to take its toll.   
 
    We dashed back through a pair of wide corridors then made our way towards one of the large set of stairs, praying that our memories were serving us well and that daylight would soon be within our reach...  Unfortunately, the mass of undead shambling down the stairs had other ideas. 
 
    “They're coming from all directions!”  Hilda shouted, sheer panic in her voice.  “We-we’re surrounded!” 
 
    “We’ll force our way through!” Rhylor growled before knocking an explosive arrow and firing it into the undead horde.  Pieces of charred flesh went scattering across the bottom of the staircase, though for each zombie downed another two stepped in its place. 
 
    “Never mind!” Rhylor yelled as he turned on his heel and went sprinting off towards the far right doorway. 
 
    Zombified shamblers came pouring into the room just seconds later, threatening to surround us as they entered the room from either side. 
 
    “A little cover fire, maybe?!” Hilda yelled as she ducked a swipe from one of the speedier zombies, barely managing to escape its chilling grasp.  Rhylor quickly answered her plea, firing a lightning-fast volley of arrows and clearing us a path to the door. 
 
    Zombified bodies felt at my feet as I gave Brenton a final heave, launching both him and myself into the rectangular stone threshold. 
 
    “Shut it!” I yelled as Hilda collapsed through, losing her grip on Helena as the two fell to the floor.  Rhylor tossed his bow aside and grabbed ahold of the stone door, grimacing as he tried to yank it closed. 
 
    For the briefest of seconds, I feared the door wouldn’t budge and we would be torn apart on the cold, stone floor.  Then I saw them... Razyr, Salence, Kord, Sledge, Vice, and even Ivan!  The sprites threw their small bodies into the door, lending the ranger just enough strength to seal it shut. 
 
    “Quick!  Barricade it!” I said as I scrambled to my feet and grabbed onto a bookshelf standing nearby.  Hilda latched onto the other side and helped drag the case over, then immediately grabbed a few loose chairs and leaned them up against the portal as Salence used his dragon breath to weld the door shut.  Rhylor grabbed an old, wooden bench and threw it onto the barricade for good measure. 
 
    Suddenly, the room fell eerily silent as the three of us collapsed to the floor.  I nearly let out a sigh of relief, but the weight of the situation quickly began to feel heavy atop my shoulders.  We were trapped... no, we were imprisoned underneath the mountain.  We’d just sealed ourselves in a tomb of stone with only the scraping sounds of undead hands to keep us company. 
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    Makeshift Magick 
 
      
 
    The passage of time seemed to slow as we paced about our stone prison, the room we’d barricaded ourselves in to take refuge from the undead. 
 
    After a quick inspection, it became clear that the room we chose was some sort of library.  Large bookshelves lined the walls filled with tombs and manuscripts now covered in a thick layer of dust.  Towards the room’s center lay empty tables scattered about, accompanied by the occasional overturned chair or cobweb-covered bench.  It actually had a sort of coziness to it, save for the horde of undead scratching at the door to get in. 
 
    Once we were certain the barrier would hold, we hoisted Brenton and Helena up onto one of the empty tables and gave them a quick inspection.  Quick, shallow breaths escaped their mouths, but even a hard jostling did little to wake them from their comatose state.  Frustrated, I gave Helena an actual scan. 
 
      
 
    Helena 
 
    Lvl 34 Warlock 
 
    Status: Afflicted (Living Death) 
 
      
 
    “What the hell...”  I muttered as I read off her affliction.  Living death?!   
 
    Feeling more than a bit concerned, I focused on her status as another translucent window appeared in my vision.   
 
      
 
    Living Death 
 
    The afflicted is sent into a coma-like state as essential bodily functions begin to deteriorate and shut down.  In later stages of the affliction, the afflicted will reach a death-like state, losing complete function in all parts of the body except small portions of the brain.  During the final stage of Living Death, the afflicted will rise as a highly-functional undead creature capable of taking complex commands due to its limited brain activity. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit all, that thing’s trying to turn them into smart zombies,” I said, completely disgusted with what was happening to my companions. 
 
    “Oh god, we need to get them up!” Hilda nearly shrieked as she paced around the table. 
 
    “I thought that was pretty clear,” Rhylor added as he errantly checked Brenton’s pulse. “It’s fading,” he said with a grimace. 
 
    Dammit all, what the hell were we supposed to do?  We couldn’t just let them lay there and die, but we had nowhere to go! 
 
    “I think Helena has stopped breathing!” Hilda said as tears began to form in the corners of her eyes.  She clutched the warlock’s shoulders in desperation and gave her a futile shake. 
 
    Suddenly it felt like my world was crashing down around me.  My friends were dying, the realm was on the cusp of war, and I... I was useless, trapped in the bowels of the mountain with only the sounds of the approaching dead to drown out my thoughts. 
 
    “Zander, we have to do something!” Hilda sobbed as she clutched onto Helena’s waist. 
 
    Hilda’s pleas seemed so distant compared to the scratching at the door, the shuffling of feet just beyond the barricade.  I couldn’t think.  I couldn’t focus.  I couldn’t... 
 
    “Dammit!” I growled, smashing my fists into the nearby table. As they connected with the wood  I noticed tiny trails of lightning dance across the tabletop... lightning made possible through my bond with Titania and her divine Aether. 
 
    “Wait a second!” I said, shaking off my frustration as I took a stance between Helena and Brenton’s lifeless bodies.  
 
    “What is it?” Hilda asked, a tinge of hope in her voice. 
 
    “In bond form, Titania is able to heal my wounds, while in attack form she generates electricity in the form of lightning.” 
 
    “And?” Rhylor asked nervously. 
 
    I cooked my head as the idea fully formed. “What if I combine the two?  I can draw out some of  Titania’s divine Aether and charge it with a lightning-based skill.” 
 
    “You think it’ll work?” Hilda asked as her grip loosened on Helena. 
 
    “There’s no time to guess!” Rhylor growled.  “Just do it, Darkblade!” 
 
    I closed my eyes and raised my hands into the air, envisioning Titania’s divine Aether as it circled through me.  With a deep breath, I channeled the Aether into my palms, drawing its healing light into my fingertips and holding it there.  Once I was confident that I’d channeled enough of the healing Aether, I activated my bond skill lightning grasp.  Immediately trails of lightning began to dance across my palms and swirl around my fingers, interacting with the Aether. 
 
    “Here goes nothing...” I said as I lifted my palms above my fallen companions.  Then with a deep breath, I slammed my hands into the chests of my fallen comrades. 
 
    “Defibrillator blast!” 
 
    The bodies of Helena and Brenton shook violently as they absorbed the energy from my makeshift skill.  Hilda screamed and Rhylor nearly shoved me away, but I held firm as the last bit of Aether left my fingers... 
 
    And suddenly, everything was very still. 
 
    “It didn’t work...” Hilda said, her voice barely more than a whisper.  “It didn’t-“ 
 
    Suddenly Brenton’s body shot up as he took in a large, rejuvenating breath of air.  As he exhaled, a ball of light exited his mouth and immediately took the form of his familiar, Rhegar. It must’ve entered his body some point prior to his affliction…  Perhaps its Aether was working to keep him alive. 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods!” I said as I wrapped my arms tightly around the man’s neck.  “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Guess I’m just demon’s dung then,” another voice said from my other side.  I released my grip on Brenton and turned to see Helena sitting upright and adjusting her long, red and black hair, he gargoyle familiar once again perched in her lap. 
 
    “Oh gods, Helena!  Your alri-“ 
 
    Before I could get the words out Hilda dove across the table and tackled the woman in a warm embrace, nearly causing them to tumble to the floor.  “Damn you, Helena!” the guardian said as she hugged the woman a bit tighter, fresh tears now running down her cheeks.  “Damn you for running off and almost dying!” 
 
    I expected the warlock to reply with one of her witty comebacks.  Instead, I was surprised to see her return Hilda’s embrace as she gently ran her fingers through the woman’s blonde hair.  “Thank you for coming for me,” Helena said, her voice unusually gentle and calm.  “Those things... they came out of nowhere.  They dragged us into the mountain and that monster... the lich, it wanted to make us one of its own.” 
 
    “We won’t let it get you to,” I reassured her, though I wasn’t quite certain how we’d do that yet.  Rhylor, who’d been remarkably quiet for the last moment or so, cleared his throat as he stepped in between the two casters.  His gaze shifted to Helena as he steadied himself. 
 
    “Listen, Helena.  I... well, I just wanted to say that we might’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, and maybe what I said was out of line. I... I’m sorry.” 
 
    The warlock went wide-eyed as she listened to the man stumble over his words.  As he finished she rose from the table and outstretched her hand in his direction.  “I’m sorry as well,” she replied.  “For trying to con your men way back when... aaand for nearly burning you with hellfire.” 
 
    Rhylor smirked as he clasped her hand and oddly enough, Helena smiled back.  It was almost too surreal to watch.  Perhaps we were actually going to become a cohesive unit... 
 
    As the two began to part Brenton stepped in between them and awkwardly puffed his chest out at Rhylor, a glare forming behind his spectacles.   
 
    “Listen here,” the runecaster said, trying to appear tough despite Rhylor’s much larger, much more muscular frame.  “I don’t can’t how tough you think you are...  if you bad mouth Helena again, I’ll draw a rune on your chest that’ll blow you into so many pieces that even the lich won’t be able to salvage you for parts!” 
 
    Rhylor went wide-eyed for a second before replying “Ok, Ok.”  I could tell he wasn’t all that frightened by Brenton, but he was giving the runecaster a bit more respect.  Once he was finished, Brenton immediately turned on his heel to face Helena 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you soon enough,” he said as his hands moved to her side.  “But I promise I won’t let it happen again.”  Then he leaned forward and placed a firm kiss directly on her lips.  The warlock’s cheeks turned the color of scarlet and her eyes widened, but she didn’t fight off the man’s sudden act of passion. 
 
    As they parted, Brenton gave the woman a thoughtful yet firm nod then turned to face me.  “Now that that’s settled, I think I have some information about our captives that might prove useful.” 
 
    “You... you do?” I stuttered. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied as he pressed his spectacles a bit higher on his face, his expression now cold and calculating.  “None of us are dying here today.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    17 
 
      
 
    Breakout! 
 
      
 
    Not a moment passed before the five of us and our familiars crowded around one of the room’s large wooden tables, eyes locked on Brenton as he took his place at the table’s head. 
 
    “What do ya got for us, mage?” Rhylor asked as he folded his arms over his chest. “That barrier’s not gonna hold much longer.” 
 
    Brenton stood tall as he straightened his robes and adjusted his spectacles.  Despite his usual quirkiness, he had this new air of confidence about him that I felt myself feeding off of. 
 
    “Before the lich put me under I managed to gather some... information.  You see, to become a Lich one must store their soul in a phylactery, and this one is no different.” 
 
    “A what?” I asked. 
 
    Brenton let out a slight sigh.  “A phylactery... it’s a magickal item that preserves the life force of the lich, even in undeath.  And this lich is no different.” 
 
    “So you saw it?” Hilda inquired. 
 
    “I did,” Brenton replied with a grin.  “It's in the form of a large ruby that lies just beyond the laboratory...  And I’m almost certain that it's damaged.” 
 
    “It is?” I asked.  I wasn’t exactly an expert on lichdom, but it seemed like a cracked phylactery would have a hard time holding power. 
 
    Breton nodded.  “I actually think that’s the reason we’re still alive.  A level 45 Lich should’ve been able to obliterate our barricade and send us to oblivion by now.  But this one, he seems confused... almost lost, and I think it’s because the crack in his phylactery has damaged his mind.” 
 
    “Great,” Rhylor said.  “We’re imprisoned by a crackhead lich.  So what, you think we should fight our way to the lab and destroy it?” 
 
    Brenton shook his head.  “Actually, I don’t think that’s necessary.  You see, his undead followers seem to be operating under a pretty basic set of commands...  locate intruders, bring them back to the lab, and condition them for undeath.  I’m almost certain they aren’t receiving any sort of complex orders other than what they already know.” 
 
    A smirk began to spread across Helena’s face.  “So you just wanna run outta here, Brent?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.  The undead we’re dealing with are rather common and the lich is out of his mind.  If we avoid him and can get far enough away, then the undead will simply give up chase and we can move on.” 
 
    “So, we just have to deal with that then,” I said, pointing to the now rattling barricade.  It was pretty clear that it only had another moment or two left before it burst apart to make way for a stream of zombies. 
 
    Brenton’s confident gaze suddenly transformed into a sly grin.  “Oh, I’ve got a plan for that as well.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Hilda stood in front of the failing barricade, her shield raised and her body in battle stance.  “You sure about this?” The guardian asked Brenton as he worked furiously to scribe an intricate rune onto the front of her shield. 
 
    “Most definitely,” he replied before giving her a small smile.  “Ready to get out of here?” 
 
    Hilda gave him a quiet yet confident nod. 
 
    “Everyone else ready?” Brenton asked as rune magick began to build on the tips of his fingers. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I said, drawing a grunt of approval from Rhylor. 
 
    “Then charge!” Brenton yelled, pressing his palms together.  On his mark Hilda launched herself at the door, shield raised and eyes narrowed at the crumbling barricade.  At the instant she reached the door, Brenton let out a shout and activated his spell. 
 
    “Activate rune: unyielding force!” 
 
    Suddenly a wave of colorless energy erupted from Hilda’s shield, blowing away the barricade and any undead shamblers that were unlucky enough to be lingering on the other side. Blood and bone sprayed in either direction as the wave of energy cascaded through the undead, creating a path for us to run, to make our escape. 
 
    And run we did. 
 
    Hilda led the charge, keeping her shield raised as she bashed away any shamblers that tried to move back into her path.  Rhylor and I flanked the guardian at either side, blades moving at a furious pace as we cut away grasping hands and bony appendages.  And at our back, Helena and Brenton launched waves of fire from their hands, incinerating portions of the horde with their devastating array of spells.  Even our familiars that weren’t bonded provided cover fire, destroying the undead with whatever tools they had in their arsenal. 
 
    Time was quickly lost on us as we muscled our way through the horde, determined to hack, slash and burn our way to freedom. Every few seconds I blinked away a series of notifications as experience points showered us like rainfall.  Hell, I was almost certain that I’d gained a pair of levels during our furious, prolonged charge. 
 
    “I see a doorway up ahead!” Hilda shouted over the grunt and growls of the undead.   
 
    “Then take us home!” I shouted, slicing away a decaying arm as it lunged at my neck.   
 
    Hilda redoubled her efforts and together we fought our way through the tail end of the horde.  As soon as we had space, the five of us lowered our weapons and broke into an all-out sprint, dashing through the doorway and up a large crumbling, stone staircase as the undead turned and attempted to give chase.  We made our way through a series of rooms with little interference before climbing another steep set of stairs, each step putting more distance between us and the shambling horde.  I could feel it in my bones... we were nearly free! 
 
    An almost tangible feeling of victory began to grow within the party as we reached the stairs’ end, the thrill of escaping death fueling our every movement.  Without hesitation we burst through the large, wooden doors, ready to find our way out... instead, we were faced with utter dread. 
 
    In front of us was what used to be a grand banquet hall, it’s celling high and its floor covered in aged yet still lavish rugs.  A long, ornate table decorated the center of the hall, the thick layer of dust proving it had been quite a while since a meal had been shared there...  And at the end of the table, staring back at us with its hollow eyes was the lich. 
 
    “What the hell is that doing here?!” Rhylor yelled as his bow flashed into his hand. 
 
    “I... I don’t know!” Brenton replied, his voice rapid and full of fear.  “I thought he was mad!” 
 
    Suddenly, the lich’s head jerked to the side and for the first time, the creature’s gaze fell on me.  I stared back at its crazed expression, observed its erratic movements, and I knew that Brenton was right.  This thing was mad, but it had found us nonetheless... and that made this encounter all the more deadly. 
 
    “The living no longer lay claim to this place!” the lich shrieked as an eldritch blast flew from its hand.  We scattered as the destructive wave of energy tore through the carpet and slammed into the wall, leaving a massive scorch mark across the aged stone. 
 
    “We have to put him down now!” I yelled as I kicked over the ornate table and ducked behind it for cover. 
 
    “What he said!” Rhylor added before dropping to a knee and firing a burning arrow into the creature’s chest.  A violet barrier immediately formed around the lich, absorbing the arrow and the explosive blast that followed shortly after. 
 
    Brenton, looking to seize the opportunity, leaping from his cover as he began scribing an offensive rune.  Unfortunately, he was too slow and the lich countered with a gaseous spell of his own. 
 
      
 
    Banshee’s Breath 
 
    Necromancer spell 
 
    The necromancer releases a cloud of toxic gas, applying damage over time and silencing its target for 10 seconds. 
 
      
 
    As Brenton gasped for air, I leaned over the table and made a charge of my own.  It was pretty clear that ranged attacks weren’t going to work against this crazed omnipotent spellcaster, but if I could use my superior dexterity to close the distance... 
 
    As soon as I began my approach the lich pivoted and launched a spell in my direction, another eldritch blast by the looks of it.  I immediately dropped to my knees and slid forward, ducking under the spell as it’s destructive energy licked at my back.   
 
    “To me!” I yelled as I rose back to my feet, commanding my familiars to my side.  I didn’t care how strong this lich was, he wasn’t going to withstand the power of a fledgling azure warden! 
 
    Four balls of light whirled through the air as I made my lunge at the lich, entering my body and pouring Aether into my channels.  My interface began to warp as I called upon 2nd sequence. My senses sharpened, my muscles tightened and an azure glow washed over me as I leveled my leviathan blade and stabbed it into the lich‘s center... 
 
    Unfortunately, that didn’t yield the results I expected. 
 
    My blade slid through the lich’s midsection like a hot knife through butter, it’s withered flesh and ragged garments offering little resistance.  As my hilt slammed into its ribs, the creature’s hands lurched forward and grabbed me around the neck before hoisting me off the ground with a surprising display of strength. 
 
    “How dare you!” It howled, it’s grip tightening like a vice.  “The wardens managed to take my life once... but they will not have my soul!” 
 
    Before I could muster up a shadowshift, the lich threw me to the ground and let out a long, horrifying shriek.  I covered my ears, half-expecting blood to leak from my orifices or waves of energy to tear through my flesh.  Instead, a small notification appeared in my vision, alerting me to the horror we were about to face. 
 
      
 
    Undead transformation:  Gore Titan 
 
      
 
    An instant later, the wall behind the lich began to collapse as a ghoulish swarm of undead shamblers bursts through its foundation.  Several were crushed by falling pieces of stone, though dozens more broke through, making their way to the lich and attaching themselves to the creature in odd, contorted ways.  Soon the air was filled with a chorus of snapping bones and tearing flesh, a sound bad enough to make my stomach turn. 
 
    “What the hell have we done?” Hilda asked, nearly hiding behind her shield as the lich assumed its final form.  Standing over twelve feet tall, the lich had transformed itself into a mass of exposed muscle and raw bone, two of which that protruded from its head to form a pair of nightmarish horns. 
 
    “We’ve stepped into Hell...” I muttered as a symphony of groans echoed from the staircase behind us.  The horde would be on us again shortly, and in front of us stood an unstoppable titan built of death and decay.   
 
    A strange feeling began to wash over me as the undead closed in, an almost palpable sense of hopelessness.  For the first time since defeating Morose, I felt small, felt weak.  How in the realms was I going to lead the others out of here... 
 
    Maybe I didn’t have to. 
 
    While the wails of undead filled the crumbling hall and the titanic lich began to lumber in our direction, a single figure rose to face the threat.  Her eyes flickered with red Aetherial energy as she made her approach, hellfire dancing across the tips of her manicured nails.  Crimson and black hair flew back from her shoulders as the lich titan let out a howl in her direction,  but the look of fury on her face didn’t diminish as she stared the monstrous thing down. 
 
    Helena, warlock of Aetheria had seen enough. 
 
    “You probably expected this to frighten me,” she said, speaking to the lich with a surprisingly calm voice as she lifted a hand into the air.  In her grasp was a magnificent blood ruby, a cantrip that she’d worked tirelessly to find.  “I have to admit, I was a little concerned when you had me on your table.” 
 
    The titan lich took another step forward. 
 
    “But then I remembered something,” Helena continued as an obsidian flame began to grow from her palm, engulfing the ruby.  “Your just an abomination... and the true demons belong to me!” 
 
    With that, the warlock flicked the flaming gem forward, allowing it to fall on the floor.  The black flames immediately began to spread, eating a hole through carpet and stone until it created a giant portal of sorts in the center of the chamber.  Chairs, carpets, and even the overturned table began to slide into the massive black void, disappearing from view until the room was near empty... well, save for us and the massive lich titan.   
 
    The room fell silent for the briefest of seconds as the lich peered into the void as if it sensed the surge of power that was churning in its depths...  And then it came. 
 
    First emerged a massive, leathery red hand reaching from the empty black, It nails sharp like blades and it’s grasp large enough to tear off a man’s limbs.  Then came an arm followed by a head adorned with a pair of curved, obsidian horns.  The creature’s eyes were blacker than the portal it emerged from and it maw was filled with rows of sharp, ivory teeth. 
 
    As the creature fully emerged from the portal, I couldn’t help but gasp at the truly incredible aura of power that seemed to emanate from its core.  If the lich was a force of death and despair, then this creature was an incarnation of destruction and rage.  By the gods...  Helena had summoned a Balor! 
 
      
 
    Draktylgris, Inferno’s Wrath 
 
    Greater Demon, Balor 
 
    Lvl ?? 
 
      
 
    The massive demon let out a roar as it rose to two feet, it’s barbed tail snapping in the air like a giant’s whip.  Slowly, it lumbered forward as its gaze fell on the lich-titan, it’s black eyes narrowed and full of hate. 
 
    Despite all of the surrounding chaos, the air seemed to grow still as the two giants locked their gazes on another... then Helena let out a devilish laugh and all hell broke loose. 
 
    “Kill it, my love!” The warlock commanded.  “Let them feel our true power!”  The Balor obliged, letting out another fierce roar before lowering its horns and charging. 
 
    The chamber shook as the two titans clashed, locking horns in a battle for supremacy.  Immediately, the lich began to backpedal as the overwhelming strength of the Balor forced it on its heels.  The undead titan howled in anger before pressing its hands to the demon’s chest and unleashing a burst of necromantic energy, causing violet waves of death to ripple across the demon’s leathery skin... 
 
    The Balor seemed wholly unfazed. 
 
    Dropping low, the Balor disengaged and charged forward once more, stabbing its horns into the lich-titan’s midsection before tossing it into the wall.  As the lich tried to rise, the Balor used its claws to pin down the creature’s head and blew a torrent of hellfire into its face. 
 
    “My god...” I muttered as my eyes transfixed on the two battling titans.  The power on display was so vast, so far beyond what I’d experienced that I just didn’t want to look away.  Even crazier was the fact that Helena stood amidst the giants, commanding her Balor forward as dark Aether swirled around her slender form. 
 
    “Darkblade, look out!” Rhylor’s voice echoed in my mind, bringing me back to reality just as his body slammed into my side.  As we fell to the ground, a large chunk of stone dropped from the ceiling and smashed into the ground mere inches from where I once stood. 
 
    “We need to get out of here now!” the ranger growled as he hoisted me back to my feet.  His movements were quick and the tone in his voice urgent, and when I shifted my gaze to the rest of the chamber I understood why.   
 
    The battle between the two massive creatures had begun taking its toll on the room as cracks rose up the finely crafted walls and more chunks of celling began plummeting from above.  Behind us, Brenton had gone to work laying a number of trap runes as the first horde of undead made its way up the stairs, their bodies detonating as they passed through the door. 
 
    “Everyone, we need to move!” I yelled, drawing the party’s attention as the floor gave a sudden, violent shake. 
 
    “I’d say so!” Hilda replied, using her shield to smash away a piece of falling debris as she approached me from the side. 
 
    With a quick signal to Brenton, the four of us took off across the crumbling banquet hall, leaping over a large crack in the floor that was quickly becoming a chasm.  As we neared the exit, an errant ball of violet energy flew from the lich-titan and spun in our direction, tearing a trench in what remained of the floor.  I took a final glance at the battle as we passed and managed to catch a glimpse of the Balor as it hoisted the lich-titan up by its neck, Helena cheering it on mere feet away.  
 
    “C’ mon Helena!  We have to go!” I yelled, prepared to grab the woman around the waist if need be.  She turned and gave me an almost disappointed glance, then nodded and began racing over to the group. 
 
    “Kill them all, my love!” she yelled to her demon, shooting it a final grin before heading towards the exit.  Together, the five of us bolted through the now non-existent doorway, clawing our way over rubble before bolting through another damaged hallway. 
 
    The echoes of the dead licked at our heels for what seemed like forever as we fled through the remaining tunnels and climbed the final set of stairs towards daylight.  Occasionally, the deathly wails were drowned out by the roars of the Balor as it continued to thrash about in the underground hellscape.  This, of course, put a smile on Helena’s face, though I’d be lying if I didn’t say that it sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    What I did find satisfying was the heat of the sun touching my skin as we emerged from the crude tunnel on the opposite side of the mountain.  I fell to the ground, breathing in the fresh air as that lingering feeling of dread began to melt off my shoulders.  Finally, we were free from that mountain... that little slice of Hell.   
 
    Dammit all, we were free! 
 
    As I sat up, my familiars exited my body and returned to their base forms, Razyr immediately taking his spot on my shoulder.  The others seemed to be just as happy to be free of that place,  finding seats to rest on the rocky mountainside as they admired the view of the dull, red sky.  That is... everyone except for Helena. 
 
    I watched with curiosity as the warlock closed her eyes and raised a pair of clenched fists to her breast.  At first, I thought she was mourning, but I soon realized that she was relishing the moment... a moment that she’d spoken of us since we first met near Kharridan.   
 
    I smiled as I gave the woman an inspection and studied title under her name. 
 
      
 
    Helena 
 
    Lvl 1 Demonologist (lvl 35 Warlock base class) 
 
      
 
    She’d done it.  She had become the first in the group to achieve a prestige class...   Helena was a Demonologist. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Part 3 
 
      
 
    Unlocked potential 
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    Sidequest: Max 
 
      
 
    The sun’s rays beat down on Maximus as he strode through the bristly, overgrown field, causing sweat to run freely from his brow... and he didn’t mind one bit.  It’d been nearly a week since Max had escaped captivity, since he’d fought his way to freedom, and he couldn’t help but feel like he’d earned himself a new lease on life! 
 
    As the sun rose higher, Max’s primordial sprite stretched itself over the man, providing a bit of much-needed shade.  Maximus had learned so much about the creature in the past few days as their bond strengthened.   The sprite had been considered a reject by the gods, a side-effect created during the creation of the Ancient Sprites. An outcast... just like Max. 
 
    However, that didn’t stop the young guardian from forming an unbreakable bond with the sprite.  He would carve his own path...  No, they would.  Together. 
 
    A slight rumble in the ground brought Max pause as he trudged across the open field.  His familiar felt it too, and in seconds the creature stretched its singular eye into the air to better scan the horizon. 
 
    “We have company, young one,” kazyrak said as he reformed into a suit of symbiotic armor.  “Lots.” 
 
    “What is it?” Max asked, his mood growing somber. 
 
    Kazyrak paused before responding.  “It’s the maddened, young one.  Men and women who’ve lost themselves to their own minds...” 
 
    Max shuddered as he thought back to his own maddened state.  The anger, the confusion, the rage...  His bond with Kaz had done wonders to cleanse him of that.  But these others... they were not so fortunate. 
 
    “Wait.  Are they moving together?” Max asked, suddenly growing curious.   
 
    “Yes,”  Kaz replied.  “It appears that they’re being guided... or perhaps controlled.   
 
    Max nodded, then immediately used his symbiotic armor to lengthen his legs in order to get a better view.  The guardian’s blood began to boil as he caught sight of the approaching group...  Hundreds of maddened marched from the north, each of them wearing the same dull expression.  And at their lead was the man responsible... a goddamned raven. 
 
    Dressed in black militant-style robes, the man wore a violet raven mask to conceal his face.  The item in his hands was what caught Max’s attention though.  Held tightly in the Raven’s grasp was an ornate staff, its end fashioned with the mummified head of a grand mindflayer.  Upon closer inspection, he noticed that the eyes had been removed and in its place were a pair of amethyst jewels. 
 
    “He’s controlling them,” Max muttered as anger began to grow in the pit of his stomach.  “He... he’s going to use them.” 
 
    “Then perhaps we should do something about it,” Kaz replied. 
 
    Max quickly retracted his legs and crouched in the long grass, becoming all but hidden from sight.  “Can you make my footsteps silent?” 
 
    “I can,” The primordial sprite replied. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Max sat on an elevated patch of dirt, watching as the sun made its descent in the red sky.  A few yards away laid a makeshift grave containing the body of that strange raven along with the broken pieces of his staff.   
 
    In the distance, the group of maddened continued to disperse, running into the forest at the far edge of the field and disappearing from view.  Max turned his gaze to them as the last few vanished into the foliage, an overwhelming sense of pride now filling his heart. 
 
    He had been like them once, prisoners not only of their own mind but of the ravens as well.  But now they were free... free to carve their own path as he had done.  He only hoped that some of them would be as fortunate. 
 
    As Max rose, he took a final look at the shallow hole he’d dug for the raven.  He despised them more than anything else in the entire realm...  but it at least he’d put in end to whatever they had planned.   
 
    He’d done some good, but now it was time to rest.  And after that, maybe he’d go out and find someplace nice, a place with people he could trust... a place where he could enjoy more sunsets. 
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    Capable Comrades 
 
    Main Quest:  Zander Darkblade 
 
    The feeling of the sun’s rays beating down on my skin was by far the best thing I’d felt in days.  With the trials of gloomhollow mountain behind us, it finally felt like that palpable sense of dread had been lifted... it felt like I could breathe again! 
 
    Taking in a deep breath of fresh air, I walked over to the edge of the cliffside and peered out into the distance.  Barren valleys of charred earth stretched on for miles, separated by numerous fissures almost too large to cross.  It almost looked as though some angry god had gone stomping about the area, leaving cracks in the ground with each footstep.   
 
      
 
    Location discovered: The Scorchlands 
 
    +100 exp. 
 
      
 
    My eyes went wide as the small cache of experience points showered over me.  During our little venture through the mountain, I’d been so busy running for my life that I hadn’t even thought about taking a look at my experience... I merely remembered it showering over me as we cut our way through the horde of undead.  
 
    However, upon opening my character sheet, I was pleased to see that I’d gained three entire levels! 
 
      
 
    Zander Darkblade 
 
    Lvl 38 Slayer 
 
      
 
    Pleased, I quickly allocated my attribute points into strength and dexterity while assigning my skill points to improve shadow snare and shadow strike.  Once I was finished, I dismissed the translucent display and headed back towards the others. 
 
    “Looks like this is it,” I said, pointing a finger towards the vastness that was the scorchlands. 
 
    “What a dump,” Helena said, crossing her arms over her chest and looking wholly unimpressed.  I shrugged, not quite certain how to respond to that.  I mean, it certainly didn’t look... hospitable. 
 
    “So, how do we locate this missing warden of ours?” Hilda asked, casually wiping a bit of congealed zombie blood from her armor. 
 
    I sighed, scanning the area for anything that looked of interest.  It took a moment but I finally spotted what I was looking for.  Just a bit to the north sat an obsidian-colored structure, its base mostly hidden in one of the fissures to conceal its true size. 
 
    “There,” I said, nodding towards the structure.  “That has to be the outpost.” 
 
    Rhylor let out a sarcastic chuckle.  “Great, we’re exchanging one hole in the ground for another.  I swear to the gods if this place is filled with zombies too...” 
 
    I gave him a soft pat on the shoulder.  “Only one way to find out.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    With a name like the scorchlands, I expected the place to be warm, maybe like a desert back on earth. However, as we reached the mountain’s base reality hit me hard... this place was a damned inferno. 
 
    Zephyr let out a whimper of protest with each step as she trotted across the mahogany-colored surface, so much so that I had to dismiss the windsteed just to put her out of her misery.  Though as I stepped onto the ground, I immediately understood why. 
 
    A sudden warmth flooded my boots as I trudged across the dirt and stone, heating my lower body to an uncomfortable level.  It was odd but the heat of the scorchlands didn’t appear to be a result of the sun or even the climate.  No, it seemed like the heat was coming from below, rising up from the great fissures that spread across the broken land.  I took a few steps further but it was clear that before long the heat was going to become unbearable. 
 
    “Salence, a little help buddy?” I said, calling to my dragon familiar.  The sprite nodded before dipping into my chest as a ball of light.  Immediately, the heat subsided and the discomfort vanished as the dragon’s bond provided a fair bit of fire resistance.  The others... they weren’t so lucky. 
 
    Rhylor stepped warily, a scowl painted onto his face and drool running through his hair as he carried his wolf familiar atop his shoulders.  Helena looked equally displeased, which was odd considering the woman typically shot hellfire from her fingertips.  Hilda had been clever enough to bond Ivan and use her avian wings to hover above the ground. 
 
    But Brenton... despite the heat, Brenton had gone into a mad scramble tearing a cloth into long strips and scribing orange-colored runes across their length. 
 
    “Brent, what are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Creating a solution,” he replied without taking his eyes off his craft.  “And there we have it!”  
 
    The runecaster lifted his wrappings into the air, grinning despite the obvious discomfort all the heat was causing him.  I gave the items a quick inspection. 
 
      
 
    Flamerune Wrappings 
 
    +10% Fire Resistance 
 
      
 
    “Everyone take these and wrap them around your boots,” Brenton said as he passed them to others before strapping a pair to himself.  “They’ll help with the heat.” 
 
    “H-how did you do that?” I asked, a bit stunned.   
 
    Brenton shrugged.  “It was quite simple, actually.  I simply removed the explosive element from my conflagration rune and replaced it with a warding element.  The runes will burn out eventually, but for now, they should provide a bit of refuge from all this heat.” 
 
    The runecaster’s lion familiar let out a joyous growl as if to agree with his master. 
 
    As we resumed our trek towards the fortress, I couldn’t help but admire the man’s capabilities.  “There really isn’t a limit to what you can do with those runes of yours, is there?” 
 
    Brenton shot me grin as he adjusted the spectacles on his face.  “That’s what I love about rune magic... simple yet versatile.  You see, at its most basic form a rune is comprised of two elements; a natural element such as fire or water or shadow, and a triggering element that allows the rune to activate at the desired time.  For instance, scribing an explosive element allows me to use the rune like a weapon.” 
 
    “Like conflagration,” I added. 
 
    “Yes. While adding a trap element ensures the rune is triggered when met with pressure or touch or whatever I set it to.  Really, with the wide range of elements I’ve invested my skill points into, I’m quite certain I can cook up a rune for just about any situation.” 
 
    “He’s still nowhere near possessing strength like mine,” Helena interrupted as she turned and stuck her tongue out at the runecaster. 
 
    I merely shrugged.  “Well, you are the first of us to acquire a prestige class.  How’s it feel?” 
 
    “Amazing?” she replied emphatically, lifting her hand and conjuring a fist full of greenish light.  “My core stats have increased, my health and mana pool have expanded, and I even have a new summoner’s interface.” 
 
    “A what?” Brenton asked, suddenly much more curious. 
 
    “You heard me,” she responded.  “With my new interface, I can pull up information different breeds of demon, evaluate which creatures and abilities are suitable for different situations... Hell, I can even quick cast most of my summons.” 
 
    Brenton raised his brow.  “Wait, do you have one to help with this heat?” 
 
    “Demons bring the fire.  They don’t settle it,” she replied before leaning over and giving him a quick kiss on the cheek.  Brent immediately blushed, the fervor he had back in the mountain now gone. 
 
    As we continued to make our way towards the fortress, I thought a bit more on what Helena had said about her new interface.  From what she said, it seemed quite similar to what happened to me when I absorbed all of my familiars.  Perhaps the upgraded interface was a perk to all who ascended to a prestige class, an edge that let the combatant excel at levels far beyond what they normally could... 
 
    Well, if that was the case then I really needed to finish my path and fulfill these damned requirements.  As much as I enjoyed life on the road, the thought of Vexes still loomed in the back of every thought, every action... 
 
    “We’re nearly there,” Rhylor said, drawing me out of my thoughts.  I peered ahead only to see the top of the fortress looming just a few hundred feet ahead, the rest of it buried under one of the impossibly large fissures.  So far, our path hadn’t brought us across any of the massive cracks.  Unfortunately, the one up ahead was our destination. 
 
    “You know anything about this place, buddy?” I asked Razyr as he continued to pant heavily from his perch on my shoulder. 
 
    “Too hot for Valor sprites,” the drake responded.  “But I can sense Aether... and fire.  There are flame sprites nearby.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied.  “The only time I’d ever encountered flame sprites was when they were being used to aid a blacksmith, and those ones could make themselves hotter than hellfire.  I could only imagine what kind of damage a group of wild ones could cause. 
 
    As we reached the fissure I was surprised to see a rope bridge leading down into the fissure’s depths, held together with braided black cords thicker than my arm.  However, even more surprising was what that bridge led to. 
 
    Built into the wall of the chasm was not just a mere outpost, but rather a massive fortress larger than the castle of Airrigar!  It’s walls were black and metallic with thick silver gouges that decorated the sides, as if a massive beast had risen from the depths and tried to claw its way inside.  The structure seemed near impervious, save for a few small lookout windows near the structure’s base... well, if you could call it a base, seeing as the bottom of the fortress seemed to hang off the edge of the chasm’s rocky wall.  Beyond the windows, there was also a large metal door at the end of the rope bridge, likely the only way in and out of the damned fortress. 
 
    “Do we just walk down there and knock?” Hilda asked as she gave the structure a hard look. 
 
    “I guess,” I replied.  “Not sure what else we can do.” 
 
    “I can summon another Balor and command him to rip the door open,” Helena said, a devilish grin on her face.  “And when they try to fight us off, I’ll slaughter them all and bathe in their blood!” Suddenly, the warlock broke into a maniacal laugh, causing the rest of us to step back and give her a precarious look. 
 
    Carefully, I stepped forward and put a hand on the warlock’s shoulder.  “Ya know, I think we’ll just knock instead.” 
 
    Moments later I found myself leading the others across the descending rope Bridge as the fissure’s overwhelming heat swirled around our bodies.  Looking down I could see a network of bridges and platforms going deeper in the chasm, as well as a number of unmarked structures and paths that disappeared out of view.  It was as if another world existed beneath the realm’s surface, hiding in the cracks of the scorchlands, though how anything lived in this heat was beyond me. 
 
    It didn’t take long before we were in range of the fortress, the bridge swaying just a bit with each step that we made.  We were nearly in range of the door... just a few precarious steps away from placing our hands of the formidable structure. 
 
    That’s when we heard the shouting. 
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    Ash Legion Outpost 
 
      
 
    “Halt!  Stop where you are!” a man’s voice shouted from somewhere in the chasm, immediately causing us to do the opposite and draw our weapons. 
 
    “Where’re they coming from?!” Brenton gasped, drawing energy to a rune he had scribed onto his palm. 
 
    Before any of us could respond, a powerful gust shook the bridge, nearly causing me to topple over its edge.  As I steadied myself I noticed a trio of men rise up from beneath the bridge, their bodies clad in charred leather armor and their hands gripping long, obsidian spears.  Each of them looked like capable warriors in their own right... though the creatures that they rode upon appeared much more intimidating. 
 
    Carrying each of the spearmen was what appeared to be a trio of red-winged lizards, their skin rubbery and scarred and their backs adorned with thick saddles.  The creatures looked almost draconic, though their necks were a bit too long and their bodies were absent of scales.  As they rose I gave them a quick scan. 
 
      
 
    Hawk 
 
    Drake Rider (flame) 
 
    Lvl 40 
 
      
 
    Sirus  
 
    Drake Rider (flame) 
 
    Lvl 38 
 
      
 
    Jeck 
 
    Drake Rider (flame) 
 
    Lvl 38 
 
      
 
    As I blinked away the translucent screen, the trio encircled us, their drakes occasionally snapping at the air as they glided around the rope bridge. 
 
    “Drop your weapons!” the one named Hawk roared, hoisting his spear up as if he was preparing to lunge it at me.  “Or I won’t have any mercy.” 
 
    “We didn’t ask for any!” Rhylor replied, drawing his bow in an instant.  Before I could protest, the ranger knocked a pair of arrows and fired off a dual shot, forcing the drake riders to scatter. 
 
    “Get to the door!” Hilda yelled, capitalizing on the ranger’s distraction as she charged forward across the bridge.  She made it about half a dozen paces before the lead drake rider cut her off. 
 
    “Look out!” I yelled, leaping in front of the woman as Hawk dove in with his spear.  The weapon found its mark on my side, though it’s tip merely brushed against my bladesinger coat before hooking me under the arm.  I tried to roll away but Hawk seized the opportunity and yanked the spear upwards, hoisting me off the bridge and into the air. 
 
    “So long,” The drake rider said before withdrawing his spear and leaving me to plummet into the open chasm... unfortunately for him, I still had dragon Aether coursing through my veins. 
 
    “Aspect of the dragon!” I yelled as my body went into a free fall.  An instant later, a pair of sinewy wings grew from my shoulder blades as fiery red scales began to crawl up my arms.  With a powerful flap of my wings, I rocketed myself upwards, cutting through the air back towards the rider and his aerial mount.  I could see him leveling his spear at the others as he started to make another pass.  I beat my wings faster, but dammit all I wasn’t going to make it... though maybe I didn’t have to. 
 
    Without hesitation, I threw up my slayer’s mark and shadowshifted behind the charging drake rider, materializing directly behind him on his drake’s saddle.  Before he could react, I wrapped my arms around his waist and squeezed as I forced myself to the right, ripping him from his seat and leaving his drake puzzled. 
 
    Hawk gasped as I dangled him over the seemingly endless chasm, my grip on him the only thing stopping a very long drop to his death. 
 
    “Call your men off,” I growled into his ear as his drake spun around and gave me a rather guttural growl.  “Call them off or I drop you.” 
 
    Hawk let out a grunt in response.  “The Ash Legion doesn’t take orders from bandits.  By the time I hit bottom, you’ll have a dozen spears sticking out of your gullet!” 
 
    “Wait a second,” I replied, retaining my grip on the struggling rider.  “You think we’re bandits?” 
 
    Hawk shook his head as he wriggled in my grip.  “Why the hell else would anyone want to come to the scorches.” 
 
    “Because I’m looking for someone,” I replied. 
 
    “Who?  The great red?” he asked, drawing a smirk from his fellow riders. 
 
    “No,” I replied, my tone serious.  “I’m looking for Brohm, the lost warden.” 
 
    And just like that, the air fell silent. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Moments later I found myself back on the rope bridge, face to face with the three drake riders as their red-skinned mounts circled us from above. 
 
    “What the hell do you want to see the warden for?” Hawk asked as he crossed his arms over his chest, eyeing me warily.  “I mean, people that come to the scorches usually do it because they don’t want to be found.  It’s probably the most unwelcoming place in the entire realm...” 
 
    “I can respect the fact that he wants his privacy,” I replied, meeting the man eye to eye.  “But if I don’t speak to Brohm soon than there might not be a realm at all.” 
 
    “What d’ya mean?” Hawk prodded.  “We haven’t gotten word of any-“ 
 
    “The Asurans are back!” I interjected.  “And it’s time that the wardens return as well.” 
 
    Hawk chuckled, shaking his head dismissively as I spoke.  “Don’t think he’s much of a warden anymore...  more of a hermit than anything else.” 
 
    I quietly stepped forward once more, drawing in the Aether of all five of my familiars until my body was surrounded by a bright, azure light.  Hawk nearly stumbled back as he caught sight of me, eyes wide with astonishment. 
 
    Defiantly, I raised a clenched fist into the air as Aether danced across my knuckles.  “He’s not the warden I was talking about.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Shortly after my little display the drake riders escorted us into the massive fortress, giving us a bit of a reprieve from the scorchland’s relentless heat.  The place certainly wasn’t homely, with its plain stone walls and apparent lack of amenities, but a glass of lukewarm water was more than enough to put a small smile on my face.   
 
    After getting our bearings, Hawk brought us to a small gathering hall where we sat down with him and few others to discuss what kind of shape the realm was in.  I told them everything I knew... about the return of the Asurans, about the recent attacks by the Ravens, and of the pending battle in Kharridan. 
 
    “It’s amazing what you miss when you live in a hole in the ground,” Hawk said, likely referring to the massive fissure we were currently in. 
 
    “You guys never leave?” Hilda asked as her fingers stroked Ivan’s feathers. 
 
    Hawk shook his head.  “The Ash Legion’s sworn duty is to guard the scorchlands and ensure that nothing escapes the fissures and makes its way towards the mainland.  It’s a full-time job...  I mean, sure, we have a few scouts that head south and report back with their findings, but their visits are usually months apart.” 
 
    Rhylor peered down at his boots as if he were looking through the floor and into the fissure.  “What exactly the hell is down there?” 
 
    “Crustaceans, lizards, and dragons... lots of red dragons.” 
 
    “And you guys... repel them back into the fissure?” I asked, a bit wide-eyed. 
 
    Hawk nodded.  “Yes, for the most part.  I’d bet that the legion can handle just about anything that tries to come out of the hole... well, everything except the great red.  But he seems content  to stay in his den and slumber...” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Brenton said as he pressed his spectacles up onto his nose.  “Are you referring to the red dragon that once burned down Kharridan?!” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Hawk said in a matter of fact tone.  “The four great guilds we’re lucky enough to repel him... but if he ever decides to leave I’m not so sure we could stop him.” 
 
    I felt a chill go down my spine.  “And that’s where Brohm is?  Somewhere in the fissure amongst the dragons and the beasts?” 
 
    Hawk shrugged.  “I told you he didn’t want to be found.” 
 
    I sighed as I came to the realization that we were about to head into a literal den of dragons...  Perhaps Brohm wouldn’t be found after all. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Vexes 
 
      
 
    Vexes stood quietly atop the hill overlooking Kharridan,an army of ravens at his back and his final conquest in his sights.  Soon… soon the capital would be his and all the treasures that lied inside.  And after that... 
 
    “Father, it appears that your army of the mad hasn’t made its arrival yet,” Elekys remarked, drawing the Asuran from his thoughts.  “Shall we postpone our assault?” 
 
    It was true, Vexes’ second force had not arrived as planned… a complication that would certainly make an attack on the city more difficult.  However, the man had waited too long… he was too close now to wait for another opportunity to strike… 
 
    He needed the city to fall. 
 
    “No,” Vexes calmly replied, drawing a smile from his daughter.  “We continue as planned.  The other guilds have already been crippled… its time for Drakengard to fall.  Now go and tear down their gates.” 
 
    Elekyss nodded, then began striding towards the city, a wicked grin on her face.  Seconds later, she activated her siege aura and her child-like body withered away, replaced by the form of a massive siege demon. 
 
    The city walls did not stand a chance. 
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    A Deadly Duet 
 
      
 
    It had only been a few hours since we arrived at the Ash Legion’s outpost, and already we were making our final preparations for departure.  Despite the tension associated with nearing our journey’s end, our exhaustion allowed us to grab a few hours rest... that is, after we visited the outpost’s resident auramancer to heal up our wounds.  The woman’s healing auras were apparently a vital commodity to the Ash legion, due to a lack of proper resources available for healing.  Without her, the guild probably couldn’t sustain itself in such a volatile environment. 
 
    After healing and a bit of rest, Hawk was kind enough to refill our waterskins (even though all the water down here was warm) and replenish our dwindling rations.  I swear, I thought I’d never miss the strange jerky we’d packed back in Yggrash, but a small nibble of the legion’s fire serpent jerky left my mouth feeling like an absolute inferno. 
 
    And then, once we were packed and certain we could brave whatever awaited us in the fissure, we approached Hawk to set off. 
 
    “Sure hope you guys are ready for this,” the drake rider said as he guided us to a lift near the back of the outpost.  “The legion doesn’t have much of a presence in the lower levels, so if something happens or you find yourself stuck...” 
 
    “We can handle ourselves,” I replied, gathering my familiars into the lift as Hawk yanks the metal gate closed. 
 
    “Ok...” he continued.  “But ya know, if you run out of water then it’s going to be quite the long and agonizing death.  I’d almost recommend being burned by dragon fire or-“ 
 
    “We get it! Hilda interjected, drawing a chuckle from Helena and Rhy. 
 
    The lift creaked as it began its descent, slowly propelling us down a thick, metal chain and bringing us ever further into the depths of the scorchlands.  My eyes went wide as we began to drop lower and I was able to get a glimpse at just how vast the fissure was...  how much life existed deep within the cracks of the realm. 
 
    Winged beasts soared in the distance, snapping at each other as plumes of fire occasionally erupted from their maws.  As we neared the ground, I could see the crustaceans that Hawk had spoken of, bulbous black-shelled beetles crawled across mahogany rock, scurrying with surprising speed as their half-dozen legs moved in perfect conjunction with one another. 
 
    “Is... is that a camp of some sort?” Brenton asked as he shuffled to the front of the lift and pointed to something off in the distance.  I squinted, trying to get a better look at just what the hell he was talking about.  It was hard to make out but I was sure he’d spotted a clay house or temple of some sort, alongside what looked like a large fire pit. 
 
    “Settlement of Scorchland ogres,” Hawk said as he took a swig of his water jug.  “Big ugly bastards with red skin.  Don’t worry though, they usually keep to themselves.  Well, unless you get too close... then they might snatch you up and turn you into one of their concubines.  They’re real aggressive lovers too... Actually, ya know what?  Stay away from the ogres.  Stay waaaayyyy away from them.” 
 
    I stared at the drake rider in silence for several seconds.  “You have a really elegant way of expressing yourself, ya know that Hawk?”  
 
    The man shrugged.  “What can I say?  I mean, charisma is my strongest asset.” 
 
    Clearly. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A large cloud of reddish dust rose from the ground as the lift came to a stop on the smooth, mahogany dirt.   
 
    “That’s the end of the line for me,” Hawk said as he slid the lift gate open and ushered us out.  “If you guys manage to survive and find your way back, just use that button over there.”  He pointed to a large red button built into the fissure’s wall.  “It’ll send a signal up to the legion and one of us’ll take the lift down to come get ya.” 
 
    “Thanks, Hawk,” I said, extending a hand out to the drake rider.  “You have any clues about the warden’s whereabouts before we set off?” 
 
    The man began rubbing at his chin as if he were trying to recall something important.  “Brohm never really told us where he was going. The only thing he said was that he lost everything and that if the abyss wasn’t going to take him, then he’d find the damned abyss himself...  Gosh, I hope he didn’t bite the dust.” 
 
    Once again I found myself giving the drake rider a blank stare.  Then with a sigh, I hoisted Razyr onto my shoulder and with the others by my side, we set off. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Walking through the bottom of the fissure felt like stepping into an inferno, with hot air swirling around our bodies and bits of ash rising from the ground as we walked.  Calling upon our mounts was clearly impossible, though I had to wonder how long it’d be before the bottoms of our boots melted and our skin began to stick to the ground.   
 
    The others seemed to be experiencing their own fair share of discomfort... well, except for Helena who maintained an even expression.  I wasn’t certain if it was because the heat truly didn’t bother her, or if she was just trying to maintain a tough demeanor.  But either way, if she could soldier on then so could I. 
 
    The first few hours in the fissure proved to be rather... challenging.  When I’d first laid eyes on the large cracks, I could’ve never guessed that they’d be the path to an entire ecosystem.  And yet, here we were... traversing an underground land of fire and brimstone and giant lizards.   
 
    The beetles came for us first, attracted to the vibrations in the ground as we trudged through the dirt and stone.  Thankfully, the creatures were slow and the only weapons they possessed were the large pincers protruding from their tiny heads.  With Hilda and her Corvus shield taking point, we managed to make quick work out of several of the creatures and send the others skittering away in fear. 
 
    And our trials didn’t stop there.  As we soldiered on, we were faced with just about everything the damned scorchlands had to offer.  Strange, snake-like lizards provided constant harassment, emerging from the ground and snapping at us with their surprisingly powerful jaws.  
 
     Not only that, but the ogres Hawk had said “mostly keep to themselves” did not, in fact, keep to themselves.  Worse, a number of them had found ways to weaponize some of the flame sprites that inhabited the area.  It wasn’t anything like a true familiar bond, but the bastards had managed to use archaic runes to seal the sprites in their weapons, creating volatile flaming blades. 
 
    The ogres actually appeared quite formidable as they closed in on us,  blades raised and faces twisted into toothy grins.  The creatures would’ve been a worthy challenge for just about any adventuring party on Aetheria... 
 
    But for us, they were merely a measure of just how strong we’d become. 
 
    Rhylor leaped into action as the wave of ogres began their charge, launching a volley of explosive arrows into the line as several were immediately consumed by a burst of ash and flame.  The remaining ogres split off into two directions, trying their damndest to circle us while avoiding Rhylor’s shots. 
 
    Helena and Breton immediately split off and converged on the group to the right, hands glowing with magickal energy as the pair began conjuring a series of spells.  The warlock struck first, extending her fingers and creating a swirling portal at her feet, one with a direct connection to her infernal powers.  Less than a second later, an armored demon emerged, short, stocky and covered in bony carapace that sported a number of horns. 
 
    Breton followed up almost instantly, pressing his hands onto the demon’s armored back and leaving a pair of explosive runes on its carapace.  The creature let out a grunt, then charged into oncoming ogres as runic flames shot out of its back, spearing, gutting and burning every last one of the red-skinned brutes. 
 
    With only Hilda and I remaining, we shifted to the left to meet the last group of attackers.  She fell into imperious stance as I called upon second sequence, the over-sized leviathan blade materializing in my grasp...  These things didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Hilda charged first, dragon dance in one hand and Corvus shield in the other as Ivan’s Aether coursed through her veins. I followed at her side, cycling the Aether of my own familiars through my body as the grip on my sword hilt tightened.  As we met the creatures, the two of us fell into a deadly duet.  Blades slashed in rapid succession, spraying ogre blood across the dirt as our weapons found their marks with impeccable precision.  Each slash that Hilda landed was followed up with one of my own, and each parry followed by a vicious counter.   
 
    In seconds, our dance ended and we stood back to back, our blades dripping and the last remaining ogres now lifeless at our feet.  It was in a word... exhilarating.   
 
    I grinned as the last of wave of experience points fell over me, granting me a much-needed level up.  It appeared that the creatures of the scorches yielded an immense amount of experience, even if we eliminated them with tactical precision. 
 
    After that, we resumed our journey back into the bowels of the fissure, and with a lot less resistance to boot.  Perhaps it was because we were moving closer to something larger, something deadlier...  or perhaps it was because the other creatures had witnessed what we’d done. 
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    Scaly Diversions 
 
      
 
    The passage of time seemed to slow as we crept along through the fissure’s unrelenting heat, as the air thickened into an almost unbreathable haze.  The others stayed mostly quiet, but every time I looked back I could see the discomfort etched into their faces.  I just had to wonder...  was coming down here a mistake?  Was this whole thing just a wasted effort?  A way to trick myself into escaping the Asurans just a bit longer.  I had gone on and on about wanting my revenge on Vexes... but deep down, was... was I scared? 
 
    “There!” Rhylor said, pointing ahead and momentarily pulling me out of my self-deprivation.  I peered forward, trying to figure out just what the hell he was talking about, though it only took a moment to notice.  Not far from where we stood I could see the ground beginning to slope, dropping into what appeared to be a large, round crater... a literal hole in the ground within a hole in the ground. 
 
    The crater was actually quite large and deep enough that I couldn’t see the bottom, though I did notice the eery red glow coming from its center.  Scanning a bit further I noticed something else as well... a creature stalking the crater’s edge.  No, not a creature, but a man! 
 
    Dressed in a ragged black cloak and covered by a tattered hood, it was all but impossible to get a look at the man’s face.  Still a feeling in my gut told me that it had to be him...  dammit it had to! 
 
    “Brohm!” I yelled, causing the man to pause and look in our direction.  I still couldn’t see his face beneath the shadow or the hood, but I knew that he was gazing at us, inspecting us, gaging our strength.   
 
    We stood in silence as the shifted his weight, taking a step forward and drawing ever closer to our location.  We’d done it!  By the gods, we’d found the lost Ward- 
 
    My excitement suddenly faded as the hooded man leaned forward, disregarding my call as he disappeared into the massive, glowing pit. 
 
    “Dammit all!” I growled as our target faded from view.  We were so damn close... 
 
    “We knew this wouldn’t be easy,” Hilda said as she stepped forward and grabbed my hand, giving it a warm squeeze.  
 
    “And yet, here we are,” Brenton added, pressing his spectacles up on his nose. 
 
    “So let’s finish this thing,” Helena said, dark Aether flickering in her eyes as her mouth curved into a grin. 
 
    “Yeah, what they said,” Rhylor finally added, unlatching one of his handaxes and pointing it at the pit. 
 
    I turned and gave my comrades an appreciative nod.  My allies, my friends.... they had stuck by my side through so much, had fought just as hard, if not harder than I had to get where we were.  
 
    “I love you guys,” I said, fighting back the swell of emotion that was building in the pit of my stomach.  I owed them everything, and once this was all over I was going to make sure that they had the world... somehow I would do it.  But for now, a simple nod would have to do. 
 
    It was time to finish the quest. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Feeling re-energized at the sight of the lost warden, we began charging down the sloping earth, closing in on the pit as plumes of smoke began to billow from its glowing center.  It only took seconds before we were at its precipice, staring down into the hole that seemed all but endless from afar.  
 
    The smells of brimstone immediately hit my nose upon peering over the edge, just as a plume of smoke stung at my eyes.  I reeled back for a second, blinking away tears before forcing my gaze back into the pit.  A small ledge spiraled down the chasm’s wall, broken in points and barely wide enough to pass at others.  And near the bottom, clutching to the pit’s stony wall... was the hooded man. 
 
    “Wait!” I yelled into the pit, grabbing the man’s attention once more.  He peered up in my direction for the briefest of seconds, his expression hidden beneath the shadow of his hood.  I expected him to run, to dash further into the smoldering pit.  Instead, he spoke. 
 
    “Leave this place,” the man uttered, his deep voice resonating from within the bowels of the pit. 
 
    I grimaced.  “Please, I need to speak with you!  The realm is-“ 
 
    “No longer my concern,” the man cut in.  Suddenly, his hand slid into his cloak and produced a strange, curved piece of metal.  Without hesitation he stabbed the shard into the wall of the pit, dislodging a large chunk of stone and sending it spiraling into the depths below.   
 
    An eery silence fell over the area as our eyes remained fixated on the hooded man, as we waited for him to make his next move... 
 
    Then the rock hit bottom and we heard the roar. 
 
    A pair of gleaming, red eyes illuminated in the smoke below, glowing larger before a form finally emerged.  Covered in charred crimson scales, the creature propelled itself upwards,  flapping it’s sinewy wings and sending a wave of supernatural fear over us as it made its ascent.   
 
    That bastard... he just provoked a red dragon! 
 
    The massive beast emerged from the pit and latched itself onto the ledge opposite us, a look of spite resonating in its ruby eyes. 
 
      
 
    Zahirmurgar 
 
    The Flame of Fury 
 
    Adult Dragon (Elite beast) 
 
    Lvl 50 
 
      
 
    “Dammit all,” I muttered, Aether cycling into my hands as I clenched my fists.  “How are we going to get past that?” 
 
     “You’re not,” Rhylor said as he knocked an arrow and leveled it at the beast.  “We’re going to stay here and put this thing down while you track down your little hooded friend.” 
 
    Rhylor’s statement left me at a loss for words.  I couldn’t just leave them behind, to be burned alive by one of the most volatile creatures in Aetheria! 
 
    “No way,” I replied.  “I can’t just leave you to-“ 
 
    “Go,” Hilda urged, her voice firm and assertive.  “We can handle this thing.  Go find your answers.” 
 
    “But-“ 
 
    “Trust me,” she said, placing a hand on my chest.  Our eyes locked for the briefest of seconds as the roar of Zahirmurgar echoed through the fissure.  A part of me was terrified to leave her up here, to abandon her in the wake of such a devastating creature.  I loved her... but part of that love was trusting her, was believing in her abilities and letting her do her job. 
 
    And right now, her job was to keep this dragon busy while I finished the quest. 
 
    I gave the others a quick nod, then focused on the draconic Aether swirling within me.  Sinewy blue wings immediately formed from my shoulder blades, larger and more vibrant due to the other familiars churning in my core.  Then, letting gravity take its hold, I spread my wings and dove into the pit. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    23 
 
      
 
    Sidequest: Rhylor 
 
      
 
    “Can You Tank This Thing?” 
 
      
 
    Rhylor steadied himself as the red dragon Zahirmurgar began to stalk him down, its curved claws gripping the edge of the pit.  The creature was downright terrifying, like a living weapon of mass destruction wrapped in scales and teeth. 
 
    As the dragon grew closer, Rhylor could feel the supernatural dragonfear resonating right down to his bones. It was telling him to flee, to run until the flesh was torn from his feet...  But that wasn’t going to happen.  It wasn’t some spell or ability that allowed the ranger to hold his ground, not some magickal item or a trick up his sleeve.  No, the thing the kept Rhylor standing was his sheer force of will.  
 
    “Form up!” Rhylor yelled as his instincts took over, taking lead of the group in Darkblade’s absence.  He’d played nice and let that silver-haired Slayer boss him around for most this damned journey... now it was time to do things his way. 
 
    “What’s the plan, boss?” Hilda asked as she brought her shield to the ranger’s side, clearly making a jest at the way Vic often spoke to him. 
 
    “Can you tank this thing?” he responded, a bit of hope in his otherwise gruff voice.  Hilda glanced his way but the guardian couldn’t respond, for the dragon let out another bellow, sending a stream of fire directly in their location. 
 
    Immediately the pair dropped to the ground and huddled behind Hilda’s aegis shield, teeth clenched as the massive cone of flame threatened to wash over them.  The attack was just too large, too fast for them to dodge. 
 
    The pair locked eyes for the briefest of seconds, waiting for the roar of the flame to block everything else out...  Instead, a voice rang out through the fissure. 
 
    “Activate rune: Tidal Fury!” 
 
    Rhylor went wide-eyed as Brenton rose to their defense, raising his hands into the air as a glowing, blue symbol began to form between his palms.  Suddenly, the symbol burst into light as a wave of icy water poured from the runecaster’s hands, wrapping around his body and growing in strength until it matched the size of the dragon fire. 
 
      
 
    Rune: Tidal Fury 
 
    Elite Runecaster Spell 
 
    A spell gifted by priests of Yggrash, this rune accesses the deep magick of the Kraken itself and allows the wielder to summon a controllable wave of immense force. 
 
      
 
    Rhylor could do little but clench his jaw and hold on to Hilda for dear life as the tidal wave crashed down around him, smashing into the cone of oncoming fire and creating a giant cloud of steam that blanketed the area.  The dragon let out a hiss as the wave forced it back, the beast clearly not accustomed to meeting resistance from its prey. 
 
    “Run!” Hilda yelled as she leaped back to her feet, hoisting her shield up with her to block any errant balls of flame. Rhylor followed in her shadow and using the steam as cover, the two dashed away from the pit’s edge.   
 
    Another ear-shattering roar echoed through the fissure as the last of the waves crashed over the dragon’s crimson scales.  Brenton had pulled a hell of a trick out of his sleeve, but it was clear they didn’t have long. 
 
    “So I’m guessing you can’t tank it?” Rhylor asked as he reset his stance, knocking a pair of arrows on his longbow. 
 
    Hilda immediately shot him an irksome look before hoisting dragon dance into her hand.  “No way in Hell.” 
 
    “Screw it, then!” the ranger yelled.  “Just throw everything you got at it!” 
 
    Suddenly Helena appeared at his side, emerging from the cover of a large stone with her gargoyle sprite perched atop her head.  “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    Both warlock and familiar began to move in tandem, raising their hands into the air as blood-red Aether pooled in their palms.  Rhylor watched them through the corner of his eye, uncertain if he needed to put more distance between himself and the caster.  Because even if he wasn’t sure exactly what spell the woman was casting, he sure as hell knew what was coming next... 
 
    Demons. 
 
    “Go, my loves!  Devour him!” Helena yelled as a pair of shadowy portals opened in the air above her head.  Seconds later a swarm of leathery-winged creatures began to emerge from the portals, hissing and cackling as they made their way towards their scaly target. 
 
      
 
    Swarm of Imps 
 
    Demonologist spell 
 
    The warlock calls upon the lower denizens of the infernal realm, summoning a swarm of imps to answer to her beck and call. 
 
      
 
    The wave of vile little denizens crashed into the dragon just as it managed to break free of Brenton’s spell.  Like moth’s to light, the little beasts attached themselves to the dragon’s face, clawing as its eyes, tearing its horns, and peeling at its scales with their filthy little claws. 
 
    The dragon began to thrash about furiously as it attempted to rip the imps off its face, sheering a pair of them in half with its razor-sharp claws. 
 
    “Guess I’m going in!” Hilda shouted as she dashed into the fray, aegis shield raised and curved blade in her hand.  Activating imperious stance, the woman went into a frenzy of strikes, sliding in beneath the rampaging dragon before hacking away at the distracted creature’s underbelly. 
 
    Rhylor quickly moved to cover the woman, launching a pair of green acidic arrows that found their mark on the dragon’s side.  Unfortunately, the corrosive arrowheads failed to burn through the beast’s scales, proving little more than useless. 
 
    “Dammit!” Rhylor roared as he reached for his quiver, his mind scrambling to produce a skill that might do something, anything to this thing!  To his left, Brenton fell into another spellcasting sequence, producing another pair of large, glowing runes that spewed bolts of lightning at the beast.  The electricity seemed to permeate the dragon’s scales, causing the beast to shudder as it continued to fight off Hilda and the swarm of imps.  That gave Rhylor an idea... 
 
    Following the runecaster’s lead, the ranger launched a pair of elemental arrows at Zahirmurgar, lighting the beast up with a pair of arrowheads that exploded into bluish flame on impact!  Rhylor grinned as the dragon’s health reticle finally began to dip, as the group seemed to find their rhythm and continue their barrage. They were doing it.  Dammit, they were going to take this thing down and- 
 
    Suddenly, Zahirmurgar leaped into the air, giving its sinewy wings a mighty flap and dislodging the remaining imps that scratched at its hide.  Its tail thrashed about as the creature took flight, smashing into Hilda and sending her body careening across the stone as a large chunk of her health bar dissipated. 
 
    Rhylor grimaced...  perhaps this dragon had more fight in it then he thought. 
 
    Zahir beat its wings continuously, causing dust and dirt to fly into the ranger’s face as it began to circle them from above.   
 
    “Damn thing’s blinding us!” Helena shouted as she pulled her sprite’s stony wings over her face.  “It’s going to pick us apart!”  Seconds later, the scaled beast swooped down and thrashed its tail about once more, nearly flattening Helena before knocking Brenton clear off his feet. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Rhylor growled as he scrambled for cover behind one of the fissure’s jagged rocks.  A breath later the dragon passed over his former location, tearing a trench in the mahogany dirt.   
 
    He knew that they couldn’t sustain this...  As much as he hoped, they just weren’t strong enough to throw whatever spells they had and hope to take this thing down.  If only he had his guild... he’d tell them to soldier up, to charge the beast and overwhelm it with cold steel.  But this was not his guild.  He didn’t have a troop of men he could send to carve out the creature’s heart.  No, these people... they were something else.  They...  Dammit, they’d become his friends and he didn’t want to see them get hurt.  Well, that just meant he’d have to finish things himself. 
 
    Another roar left Zahirmurgar’s mouth as flames showered the area, forcing the group to flee behind the cover of a nearby spire or risk being melted by dragonfire.  As they huddled, Rhylor eyed the desperation in his companion’s faces, the fear in their eyes, and worse...  the lack of life in their health reticles.  
 
    “Runemage, you have enough mana for another spell?” 
 
    “Yes,” Brenton panted.  “But-“ 
 
    “Then slap a fire resistance rune on my chest,” Rhylor interrupted.  “Cause I’m goin in!” 
 
    Seconds later, Rhylor dashed out from behind the rocky spire, drawing looks of shock from the others as he frantically waved his hands threw the air. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Rhy?” Hilda shouted, unsuccessfully reaching for the man as he dashed past. 
 
    “I’m saving your hides,” the ranger replied, steadying himself as the dragon turned to make another pass.  “And don’t you let Darkblade forget it!” 
 
    Rhylor’s motions became more frantic as Zahirmurgar began its descent, its eyes locking onto the now vulnerable ranger.  The man stayed his ground though, giving the beast a pair of rude hand gestures and egging it on even more. 
 
    “You want this?” Rhylor yelled, challenging the beast.  “Then come get it, ash-hole!” 
 
    Suddenly, the red dragon tucked its wings and began diving towards the surface, its mouth agape as if it planned to swallow the ranger hole.  Dammit, he only had a few seconds... he had to act fast. 
 
    With a sweaty palm, Rhylor reached into his quiver and pulled out a pair of arrows, other hand shaking as he tried to hold his bow steady.  “Focus, damn you!” the ranger said to himself as he tried to line up his shot.  He just had to land these bad boys, just had to send them down the dragon’s throat and... 
 
    Quite abruptly Rhylor’s plan fell through. 
 
    Before the ranger could get his shot off, the dragon glided across the fissure’s surface and scooped him up in its jaws, sinking its dagger-like teeth into the man’s soft midsection and eliciting a blood-curdling scream from deep within. 
 
    Immediately his vision began to fade as the beast lifted him into the sky, draining another chunk of his waning health bar with every second that passed.  He was going to die.  He was going to meet his end in the jaws of this scaly bastard... but by the gods, he would take this thing with him. 
 
    Letting out a growl of frustration, Rhylor tossed away his bow and took an arrow in each hand, their tips glowing a hot red as he channeled his next skill.  Using his last bit of strength, Rhylor leaned forward in the dragon’s mouth until his eyes met Zahir’s and the creature’s teeth sunk further into his flesh.  Then, with blood pooling at the corners of his mouth... he smiled. 
 
    “Explosive arrows!” Rhylor howled as he plunged the arrows into the creature’s eye sockets, stabbing them through eyeball and cartilage until he couldn’t push them any further.  The dragon immediately released the ranger as it let out an agonizing roar, now blind and in more pain than it had ever experienced in its life... that is, until the arrows exploded. 
 
    Fire and blood erupted from the dragon’s mouth and eye sockets as the arrowheads went off inside its head, scorching the creature’s brain and shattering the top portion of its skull.  It was an attack that could do little against the creature’s armor-like scales, but detonating the skill within the creature’s hide and it tore through with ease. 
 
      
 
    Critical Hit! 
 
    Critical Hit! 
 
      
 
    As Rhylor plummeted through the air, he noticed the dragon’s health reticle fade into nothing and its body go limp mid-flight.  By the gods, he’d managed to down the thing after all... if only it wasn’t going to cost him his life.   
 
    The ranger shut his eyes as the rate of his fall quickened, fully understanding that his death awaited him at the end.  He tried not to think of his regrets (which were far too numerous for his liking), though there was one thing he just couldn’t get out of his head...  Did he ever want to look Darkblade in the eye and tell him that he slayed a damn dragon. 
 
    Rhylor’s fall came to a very sudden, very abrupt end and he was certain that his time had come.  However, when the man opened his eyes he found his situation to be quite... different. 
 
    A pair of imps gripped Rhylor on either side, guiding him to the ground as one of Brenton’s healing runes poured rejuvenating light into his back.  Slowly the creatures guided him to the ground as Brenton continued to go to work, pouring the last bit of his mana into patching up the ranger’s grievous wounds. 
 
    “Your just as big an idiot as Zander!” Hilda shouted as the raced to the man’s side, carefully elevating his head off of the cold, hard stone before placing a folded cloak beneath it.  The ranger tried to respond with something witty, but Vice was on him in an instant, licking his face and covering it in sticky sprite saliva. 
 
    It took a moment for Rhylor to regain his bearings, to come to terms with the fact that he’d actually survived.  After all, the man had suffered a mortal wound at the hands of that damn lizard... not something a mere healing rune could’ve fixed. 
 
    Slowly his gaze drifted to the lower portion of his abdomen where Zahirmurgar had been so kind as to plunge its jagged teeth into his flesh.  Though what he saw left him more than a bit surprised. 
 
    Pools of bluish Aether swirled around the man’s many puncture wounds, working alongside Brenton to help knit his flesh back together.  At first, Rhylor assumed it was another healing spell, though he soon realized that the Aether was coming from him! 
 
    “What the hell...” Rhylor muttered as he propped himself up on his elbows, still astounded by the fact that he was actually breathing.  More than anything, he wanted to know how the hell he’d survived, how his body had somehow channeled this strange form of self-preservation... 
 
    Then he noticed it.  His interface, once translucent and simple now glowed with strange, azure energy.  Curious, the man willed forward a notification that was blinking rapidly in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    “Dragons are among the fiercest creatures in the realms, but now even they have something to fear!” 
 
      
 
    Prestige class unlocked:  The Dragonslayer 
 
      
 
    Strength Increased! 
 
    Dexterity Increased! 
 
    Constitution Increased! 
 
      
 
    New class skills available! 
 
      
 
    By the gods, that was it!  Slaying that damn lizard and acquiring the bulk of experience points from it had triggered his evolution!  Then that Aether... it must’ve been one of his new skills! 
 
      
 
    Draconian Regeneration  
 
    Dragonslayer Skill 
 
      
 
    When hunting his prey, the Dragonslayer must always be in fighting form.  Using his Aether, the Dragonslayer will passively heal from wounds received by dragons and their kin. 
 
      
 
    Rhylor couldn’t help but grin as he felt his newly unlocked power coursing through him.  Despite his wounds, he felt stronger, faster, and more capable than ever to take down any one of those scaly beasts flying through Aetheria! 
 
    “Did... did you just acquire a prestige class?” Brenton asked as he adjusted his spectacles to study the ranger more thoroughly. 
 
    “Your damn right I did,” Rhylor replied, his grin quickly changing into a smirk.  “And I cannot wait to see the look on Darkblade’s face.” 
 
    Seconds after the Dragonslayer spoke the words, a glowing form began to emerge from the pit, leaving his mouth agape. 
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    Resistance 
 
      
 
    Main Quest: Zander Darkblade 
 
      
 
    Smoke and ash stung at my eyes as I nosedived through the massive pit, drawing ever closer to my target.  The hooded man quickly spotted me closing in and began dashing down the crumbled path before leaping into the pit’s center, disappearing in the reddish haze.  But no matter... I was too damn close to let him slip through my fingers now! 
 
    Tucking my wings, I spiraled through the red cloud of smoke, ready to face whatever awaited below... 
 
    And then, very suddenly,  there was the ground. 
 
    Acting on instinct, I gave my wings a mighty flap, doing my damndest to avoid the patch of scorched earth that was quickly rushing at my face.  A cloud of dirt and debris flew in my face as I managed to pull up with just inches to spare, my heart pumping with a sudden surge of exhilaration. 
 
    With another flap of my wings, I lowered myself to the ground, planting my feet mere paces away from the man in the hood.  From far away the man seemed rather average in size, but now that he was up close and personal I realized he was nearly a foot taller than me, and with a much bulkier build than my own.  I still couldn’t make out his face beneath the tattered black hood, but I did spot a strange, metal casing that seemed to wrap around his torso, wriggling with every breath the man took...  It was almost like a piece of living armor. 
 
    Suddenly, a translucent screen appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Brohm the Aether-scarred 
 
    Lvl 47 Aether-Scarred 
 
    Familiar: Syntrax (Full Bond) 
 
      
 
    “Why are you following me, boy?  Why in the world would you come down here?” Brohm asked, his voice deep and his tone defensive. 
 
    “You… You’re the last Warden,  I need you,” I replied.  “The realm needs you.” 
 
    “The realm has already taken its fill!” Brohm retorted, his fury growing.  “I have nothing left to give!” 
 
    “The realm is going to fall if we don’t do something!” I yelled, raising a fist into the air as Aether cycled into my hand.  “The Asurans have returned.  They are going to drain the realm dry if the wardens don’t return, if they don’t make a stand!  I need you-“ 
 
    “The wardens are dead!” Brohm interjected, his anger reaching a crescendo.  “I’ve given up the mantle!” 
 
    Fed up with the man’s interruptions, I stepped forward and let loose my energy, allowing the azure light to swirl around my body like lightning and revealing my power.  “Dammit all, I’m not talking about you...  I’m talking about meee!” 
 
    My eyes glowed with energy as I stood off against the former warden, awaiting his response.  He couldn’t turn me down, not after I’d come all this way... 
 
    Brohm merely chuckled, his fury suddenly tempered.  “So, that’s what all this is about?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I growled. 
 
    “What I’m saying is that you came down here hoping I’d show you how to unlock your powers... how to become the next Azure Warden.” 
 
    “Well... yes, actually,” I replied, trying to keep up my intensity.  “Millions of lives are at stake.” 
 
    Brohm crossed his arms over his chest as if he was contemplating my request.  Then in a very even tone replied: “I won’t do it.” 
 
    “Wha-what do you mean?” I stammered, shuddering as if the man had dealt me a physical blow.  
 
    “You weren’t there, kid, during the first invasion.  There’s a lot here that you don’t understand.” 
 
    I could feel my anger growing with every word that he spoke.  He was denying me my power, denying me the strength I needed to put down Vexes for good.  “Then let me prove to you that I can handle it,” I growled.  “Let me show you that I’m ready!” 
 
    A smile began to form under the shadow of Brohm’s hood as he assessed my glowing form.  “Are you challenging me, kid?” he asked as his posture began to change to a more defensible stance.  “Fine... strike me down and I’ll give you the information you desire.  But lose and you’ll never return to this place again.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied, forging my leviathan blade from shadow.  That wasn’t quite what I intended by showing my strength, but if this journey had taught me anything, it was that sometimes communicating with your fists was the best way to get your point through. 
 
    The man gave me a solemn nod, like a prelude to the violence he prepared to enact.  “Then have at it.” 
 
    Suddenly Brohm reached to his neck and tore away his tattered cloak, fully revealing himself to me for the first time.  The man was brawny just as I expected, with a number of scars decorating his skin.  His inky black hair was a disheveled mess, a resemblance to the tattered cloak he once wore.  His eyes, however, carried a feverish intensity.  One of them appeared to be a common brown color, while the other was completely blue and sported a dull, azure glow.  His stare was almost unsettling, as if he were peering beyond my body and directly into my soul.   
 
    And of course, there was the strange, silvery metal that seemed to encase part of his body, sliding around his chest and a portion of his right arm as if it were a piece of living armor.  Perhaps the item was transformative and doubled as a weapon...  either way I was about to find out! 
 
    Without hesitation I lunged forward, activating 2nd sequence and drawing Aether into my grasp.  I channeled the energy into my blade as I stepped into range, raising the oversized weapon into the air as I telegraphed a downward sweep.   
 
    Brohm raised his arm to block just as I had hoped, leaving himself exposed to a strike from behind.  Seeing my opening, I shadowshifted to the man’s flank and completed my attack, swinging my blade at his back with all my might... 
 
    And I was met with sudden resistance. 
 
    A metallic appendage shot out from Brohm’s back, bending to intercept my attack before my blade found its mark. The metal thing grasped onto my blade, forcing me back a step as it uncoiled itself from Brohm’s body and met me face to face.  The creature stood in what resembled a humanoid form, though its body was thin and its arms were disproportionately long.  It’s thin eyes flickered with azure light as it gave my blade another yank as if to offer a challenge 
 
      
 
    Syntrax 
 
    Steel Sprite (Hybrid) 
 
      
 
    I tensed as the translucent notification flashed in my vision.  This was his sprite, his familiar... this man was the last of the azure wardens.  What the hell was I thinking trying to take up arms against him?  There had to be another way! 
 
     I resisted the pull of the familiar in front of me, re-establishing the grip on my blade then looking past the sprite to its master.  “Please, Brohm!  Listen to reason!” I growled.  “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Brohm scoffed, not bothering to look in my direction.  “I’d be more worried about the ton of Aetherian steel stalking you down.” 
 
    As if acting on command, his steel sprite gave my blade another yank, pulling me forward as its free arm swung at my face.  Acting on instinct, I dismissed my leviathan blade to shadow and ducked the errant strike, dropping to a knee as the sprite’s arm grazed the top of my silvery hair.  Dammit all, it was as if the creature was swinging a pair of steel girders at me... but perhaps I could use that to my advantage! 
 
    Shifting into a crouch, I waited for Syntrax to take another swing at me.  Then, when it’s massive arms came crashing down, I leaped into action. 
 
    “Dark Gravity!” I shouted as I spun away from the strike, leaping into the air and floating out of the sprite’s range.  As I’d hoped, my dark gravity skill had little effect on the extremely heavy sprite, leaving it grounded while I soared above it and out of its grasp.   
 
    The steel sprite tried to turn and re-orient itself to my position, but I moved a bit too fast for it to keep up.  Releasing a pulse of Aether, I soared through the air and took aim at my true target... the now defenseless Brohm. 
 
    “I won’t be ignored!” I roared as my dark gravity skill deactivated and I plummeted into the man’s back, wrapping my arms around his frame as I dragged him to the ground.  We struggled in the dirt as my Aether-enhanced muscles battled his over-sized brawn, his steel sprite hovering nearby as it waited for its opening to strike. 
 
    “I didn’t wanna have to do this,” Brohm said through gritted teeth as we grappled our feet.  “But you’ve left me no choice!” 
 
    With an impressive show of force, the man ripped his arm out of my grasp and began channeling a strange, new skill.  The light in his azure eye faded as he drew power into his fist and lashed out, striking me directly in the chest. 
 
      
 
    Aether Culling 
 
    Aether-scarred Skill 
 
    The scarred one launches an attack that disrupts it's opponent’s flow of Aether, temporarily shattering any bonds and abruptly ending any Aether cycles. 
 
      
 
    The punch wasn’t all that hard, but when it landed it felt like a mountain had been dropped on my chest.  The Aether flowing through my body exploded out of my back as the impact of the blow rippled through my form...  Dammit all, what was this man?! 
 
    Still tangled with the warrior, I reached for Brohm’s wrist to try and prevent a follow-up strike.  However, the sudden absence of my Aether left my strength fleeting and I couldn’t maintain my grip.  Brohm leaned in and threw a shoulder into my chin, dazing me and leaving my skills inaccessible for a split second.  Unfortunately, that was all the time he needed to throw another fist directly at my face. 
 
    My knees buckled and my body crashed into the dirt and stone as five fist-sized balls of light exited my body, taking the form of my now un-bonded familiars.  Despite the ringing in my ears, I grit my teeth and forged my leviathan blade from shadow, raising the broad piece of steel in front of my face to guard against another strike... 
 
    But it never came. 
 
    Slowly, I lowered my weapon and climbed to a knee, my gaze shifting back to the former warden.  He wasn’t looking back at me though.  No, his eyes were locked onto one of my familiars...  the winged form of my divinity sprite, Titania. 
 
    Brohm’s mouth went agape as he studied the sprite, tears forming in the corner of his eyes. “It’s you,” he finally uttered, breaking the silence that had befallen the pit.  “It’s really you...” 
 
    Then, in an act that left me stunned, the scarred man dropped to his knees and wept. 
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    Sidequest:  Ezry 
 
      
 
    Sweat began to build on Ezry’s brow as she charged through the shattered walls of Kharridan, an army of Wolves, Tidecallers and sprite wielders at her back.  She couldn’t believe it... despite making record time trekking across the Aetherian continent, despite everything her spies had told her, the ravens had still managed to strike first. 
 
    The city was under siege. 
 
    The Iron Wolf commander’s eyes darted from building to building as her steed carried her through the war-torn streets.  Battles had erupted in alleys and taverns as the Drakengard fought against the seemingly endless wave of black.  Well, it was time to turn the tide! 
 
    “Aid the Drakengard!” Ezry yelled to her followers as she willed her wraith familiar forward.  “Repel them!  Punish them!  And send them to an early grave!” 
 
    The soldiers behind her roared in agreement, invigorated by the woman’s passion.  By her assessment, they now had more than enough men and women to thwart the raven assault...  In fact, she was confident that they could end those bastards, once and for all. 
 
    The battle archer leapt from her mount as her soldiers flooded past her, eager to spill blood.  She stayed put, however...  She had another goal in mind.  Carefully, Ezry scanned the perimeter of the battlefield, searching desperately for the enemy leader, the one calling the shots.  If she could cut the head off the snake, then- 
 
    “Aaahhh!” A Sudden bone-chilling scream stole the battle archer’s attention, drawing her gaze to the far right.  There, she saw a rather frail-looking woman being dragged through the doors of an old warehouse, a hooded figure restraining her from either side. 
 
    In her mind, Ezry understood that there would be casualties of war, that the loss of life was inevitable.  And yet, in her heart, she knew what she had to do...  she had to save her. 
 
    Seconds later, Ezry dashed through the doors of the warehouse, blade drawn and ready to strike.  However... what she found left her puzzled. 
 
    Standing in the center of the room was the woman, though she no longer appeared to be in danger.  Instead, she wore a grin on her face accentuated by the fine silver dagger in her hair. 
 
    Her attackers appeared seconds later, closing in on Ezry from either as their cloaks fell to the floor.  However, they weren’t attackers... they were exact copies of this strange woman. 
 
    “I am sorry,” the woman said.  “But business is business.”   
 
    Before Ezry could react, the three copies of the woman dissipated, bursting into hundreds of tiny blades that pierced the battle archer’s flesh.  She cried out as her health bar plummeted, as the onslaught of blades continued.... though ultimately she could do nothing as her hit points ticked to zero... 
 
    And her lifeforce faded away. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Anna Freya emerged from the shadows of the room, a look of discontent on her face.  After all, Ezry was a valiant warrior and it was a shame she had to be put down in such a way... 
 
    But as she said, business was business. 
 
    Moments later, the bandit lord made his way into the warehouse, a scowl on his face. 
 
    “What do you have for me?” Anna asked, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “It appears our raven lord has deceived us,” he replied as he spit onto the wooden floor. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, didn’t he say you could have the contents of the Drakengard vault after all this was through?” 
 
    “He did,” Anna replied calmly. 
 
    “Well guess where he is now.” 
 
    Anna Freya let out a sigh as she strode across the room.  “Of course he is.  What else would that fool be after...” She paused for a second, considering.  “Very well, then.  Send word out to the guild.  Tell them to refrain from joining the battle.” 
 
    The bandit lord shrugged.  “But Anna, they’re already in position for an attack from shadows.” 
 
    She cut her eyes at him.  “Then they’ll be in perfect position to reap the rewards once the battle is through, whoever the victor is.” 
 
    Anna Freya was surely not going to send her thieves into a battle that didn’t benefit her, and especially if the lord raven was lying to her.  No, she’d withdraw her forces, and when the battle was over she’d collect her treasures from the pockets of the dead.  It wasn’t entirely honorable, but neither was she.   
 
    And after all, business was business. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    26 
 
      
 
    Old Wounds 
 
      
 
    Moments later, Brohm and I stood face to face on the pit’s floor, weapons cast aside and familiars hovering in our presence.  Once he’d laid eyes on the divinity sprite, his will to fight had left, replaced by a sudden desire to know just what hell was going on.  And so, sitting in the center of a literal den of dragons... I told him everything. 
 
    Well, perhaps it wasn’t everything.  That would take far too long and it felt like I was being cooked inside my own gear.  Instead, I gave the former warden an abbreviated version of our journey. 
 
    “I still can’t believe it,” he said, glancing from Titania to me and back to the sprite again.  “You bonded with him?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, though quickly shut it as I realized he was now ignoring me and speaking directly to the sprite. 
 
    “I did,” Titania responded, her voice elegant yet firm.  “I found him to be worthy of the mantle and an adequate successor to Cadmus Black.” 
 
    Brohm looked at me and scoffed.  “He’s certainly a lot scrawnier than Cadmus was.” 
 
    I began to respond but Titania fluttered her wings and immediately took charge.  “Zander Darkblade has proven himself to be just as worthy as you, Cadmus, or any of the first order of Azure Wardens.  Furthermore, he does not fear the Asurans as you do.” 
 
    Brohm hung his head low as an almost palpable wave of sorrow washed over him.  For many seconds he sat still, fist clenched at his sides.  “How can you say that?” he finally uttered, his voice more of a growl than anything else.  “How can you say that after what they did?  They devoured my beloved sprites... your kin!  They used me as a goddamn conduit!” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I interjected, feeling a bit uneasy about Brohm had said. 
 
    “You heard me, kid,” the former warden said, followed by a sorrowful chuckle.  “What, do you think you're still alive after going up against one of the Asurans due to luck?  Or strength?  Well, let me tell you something.  The reason your alive is because that creature Vexes wants to use you.  It wants to take your affinity for Aether and use it to suck the life out of every sprite it can get its hands-on...  You are alive because he wills it.” 
 
    “Your wrong!” I shouted, rising to my feet as a sudden surge of anger began to overtake me.  I raised my fists into the air, clenching them so tight that my knuckles lost their color.  “Vexes was after me but I escaped!  Then I used these hands to take down his next in command after the bastard sent him to hunt me down!   Say what you want, but I am going to face Vexes again, and when I do I’ll remove that damned head of his from its shoulders!” 
 
    Brohm looked on in silence as I stood there fuming, forcing back a chuckle as he waited for my anger to cool.  “You know, I used to be just like you, kid.  I was so full of fight and fury that I couldn’t imagine there was a way I could lose... then I watched my brothers and sisters die while they did this to me.”  Brohm causally pointed to his glowing eye and the scarred tissue that surrounded it.  “They drained me, they absorbed nearly all of my familiars... and they left my body so broken that I’ll never bond with a sprite again...” 
 
    I grimaced, lowering my fists as I examined the man’s broken body.  He just had so many scars... so many memories of pain and loss and triumph carved into his very flesh. Wounds that may never heal.  “Is that why you’re ‘Brohm the Aether-Scarred’? I asked, drawing a visible wince from him. 
 
    “It is,” he replied.  The Aether was torn out of me so violently that... that it destroyed me.  It left me like this.”  Brohm lifted his arms into the air as if he were trying to give me a better look at him.  “It’s like a curse...  I’ll never wield the power of Aether again.  I can only do as they did, and force it out of others.  And even that is only temporary...” 
 
    “Like you did to me?” I said, pointing to the spot in my chest where he had punched me. 
 
    “Yes...” he said, his tone solemn.  Another few seconds of eery silence passed in the massive pit as Brohm and I locked eyes, a strange understanding slowly developing between the two of us. 
 
    “So, now you know what happened to the first order of wardens, and of the risk that awaits you if you continue.  You’ve seen what has become of me...” he said, adjusting his posture as Syntrax slowly coiled itself around his frame.  “Now, what will you do?” 
 
    I stepped forward, my familiars watching closely at my side.  “I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t scared, that I wasn’t worried about what might happen to me or Hilda or the others...   But that fear is one of the things that’s driving me.  I was once a weak man, an earthling unable to defend himself from anyone.  Then I came here and I found power.  I found a strength within myself that I never knew I had!  And that wasn’t all.  I fell in love and reconnected with my father and... and dammit all, I created a life for myself that I would give anything to defend.  You ask me what I’ll do?  Well, the answer to that is pretty simple.  I’ll do whatever it takes in order to save this realm, even if that means tearing Vexes apart with my bare hands!” 
 
    Brohm crossed his arms over his chest as a look that quite nearly bordered on a smirk began to form on his face.  “I gotta admire your heart, kid...  even if your brain may be a bit dysfunctional. “ 
 
    “Does that mean your gonna help me out.” 
 
    Brohm’s chest shifted as he let out a silent chuckle.  “Dammit kid, I’m broken.  There’s nothing I have left that can stand up against those creatures...  But, I can give you the tools to have a fighting chance.” 
 
    My eyes went wide.  “You mean-“ 
 
    “Yeah, kid,” Brohm interrupted.  “We’re gonna make you a warden.” 
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    The Savant of the Scorchlands 
 
      
 
    Brohm guided me down one of the large, hollow tunnels networked throughout the base of the pit, leading me towards a source of power that he claimed would aide in my transformation.  I remained silent during the short trek, exchanging nervous glances with my sprites as the shallow breathing of sleeping dragons echoed through the walls. 
 
    It was actually rather odd to think about... that is, traveling through a tunnel that was inside a pit that was inside a giant fissure in the ground.  I mean, how many more layers were there before we were treading on the planet’s core and melting into ash?  And speaking of ash, I couldn’t help but worry about how my companions were faring with the dragon up above.  Dammit all, if any one them was harmed, I don’t know what I’d do... 
 
    Luckily, it only took a moment before we reached the end of the tunnel and my mind returned to the task at hand.  Ahead of us was another chamber nearly equal in size to the pit’s central corridor.  However, it wasn’t the chamber’s impressive size or its rocky features that had caught my eye.  No, as we entered the area I could do little to divert my gaze from the massive creature consuming most of its space.  Wrapped around the chamber’s edge was the slumbering form of the largest dragon I’d ever seen in my life. 
 
      
 
    Heiroglyss, the Great Red 
 
    World Boss-  Ancient Dragon 
 
    Lvl ??? 
 
      
 
    My knees began to shake involuntarily as I gazed upon the beast and took in its magnificent glory.  The dragon’s ancient scales had lost much of their luster with age, though the size of them was stunning, with each scale being larger than my hand!  The beast also sported a pair of horns above its eyes, twisted and sharp and longer than a pair of bastard swords. 
 
    As I continued my inspection, I silently thanked the gods that the creature still slumbered.  I couldn’t even imagine facing the thing down while it was awake, unless of course, I sought to be devoured in a single, insignificant bite. 
 
    Brohm seemed less interested in the dragon’s presence and instead turned his attention to what lied at the chamber’s center... the reason he’d brought me down here.  Standing at the center of the chamber was a massive, giant-sized obsidian gauntlet, a ball of flame swirling in its unbreakable grasp. 
 
    “Wha-what the hell is going on?” I muttered, wary of getting any closer to the slumbering beast or the colossal piece of armor.  “I mean... I don’t think that gauntlet’s gonna fit.” 
 
    Brohm shook his head.  “That’s not just a gauntlet, kid.  It’s a god fragment... the last remnants of one of the realm’s mighty deities.  This particular gauntlet contains the essence of Cindross, Savant of the Scorchlands.” 
 
    I nodded, giving the giant artifact a careful inspection.  This wasn’t the first god fragment I’d encountered.  I’d come into contact with Titelus’s blade in Stormgard, Crateus’ brain fragment in those damned mind flayer caverns, and Vorghan’s avatar in the spirit of my own father.  Hell, what was another god to add to the mix? 
 
    “So, you think this god fragment is gonna help me unlock my full potential?” I asked, taking another step closer until I was directly in front of the obsidian gauntlet. 
 
    Brohm nodded as he came up behind me.  “You’ll need her blessing,” he said in a matter a fact tone.  “Now, in ya go!” 
 
    Before I could react, Brohm pressed his boot into my back and used it to shove my body into the fragment’s fiery grasp.  Naturally, I tried to cry out as the flames quickly swallowed me whole, though the shock quickly faded as I realized the flames were doing me no harm.  Instead, they’d taken me somewhere... someplace far beyond the scorches. 
 
    They’d taken me to Cindross. 
 
    My eyes went wide as I examined my new surroundings, a fiery realm devoid of anything except flame and ash and rock... and her.  Just feet away from me sat a woman atop a melted throne, her skin the color of rose petals and her armor blacker than shadow.  Inky black hair spilled onto the woman’s shoulders and a sultry grin sat upon her face as she leaned back in her throne.  She was actually quite beautiful, despite that fact that she was several times my size. 
 
    Immediately I noticed several tiny balls of flame hovering around the godly avatar, moving about freely as they chased one another.  One of them noticed my appearance and darted over to where I stood, nuzzling its spherical body into my chest before darting back over to the woman., its glow now just a bit brighter. 
 
    As I made my approach, the woman rose from her throne and knelt down in front of me, giving off the aroma of burning incense.  “Well look at you,” she said as her crimson eyes looked me over, blackened lips curved into a grin.  “Another mortal after my power.” 
 
    “Are... are you Cindross?” I stammered.   
 
    “You know what I am,” she quickly responded.  “I am an echo of what she once was, an after-image, a memory of her mighty power.  I am Cindross and yet...  I am not.  But you... you I find very curious.  I feel the imprints of my brothers and sisters within you, coursing through your veins as if a part of them were here with me.  It’s... comforting.” 
 
    “I carry their power with me,” I replied.  “Well, at least some of them.  It was willfully given to me to serve as a champion of this realm...” 
 
    Cindross let out a laugh as she listened to me speak.  “Of course it was given willfully... the power of a god is not something that can be so easily taken.  I suppose that is why you’ve come to me, then?  You wish to share in my power as well?”  The woman’s crimson eyes locked onto my own as she awaited a reply. 
 
    Mustering up whatever confidence I had in me, I gave the woman a nod.  “Well, yes,” I said, trying hard to not let my voice waver.  “You see, the realm is at risk and-“ 
 
    “And you wish to become an Azure Warden?” The goddess interrupted, clearly with an understanding of where this was going.  “You needn’t say anything.  I recognize that look in your eye, that same look that many before you have shared.  You have a passion that burns inside you, a fire once buried under layers of self-doubt... though now I see it consumes you like wildfire.”  The goddess shifted, turning her gaze upward as if she were staring through layers of stone and into the sky.  “I can feel the darkness trying to consume my realm once more.  Tell me, Zander Darkblade, are you an inferno?” 
 
    “I am!” I growled, lifting my fists into the air. 
 
    “Then take my blessing and burn away the darkness!” As Cindross spoke the words, a wave of crimson energy left her body, tearing through the ground before wrapping me in its glowing embrace.   
 
    My muscles tightened as I felt the energy enter my body, permeating through my flesh and into my very soul.  I could feel every facet of my being expanding with power as if the roof of my abilities had raised... no, not raised.  It was like it had been completely blown off! 
 
    A translucent screen suddenly appeared in my vision, sporting six unique symbols in a horizontal row.  There were no words to accompany the symbols but somehow I knew exactly what they were... six symbols to represent the fallen gods of Aetheria.   
 
    After a slight delay, the symbols illuminated, burning so brightly that I nearly had to shield my eyes.  Then the translucent screen melted away, leaving just the symbols hanging ominously in the air. 
 
    “I offer you the blessing of the six,” Cindross said as the symbols began to melt away, forming into fluid energy that poured into my chest.  “The power of me and my brethren is yours... use it and spark a flame that will burn away the impurities of the realm!” 
 
      
 
    Enchantment obtained:  Blessing of the Six 
 
    +10 Strength 
 
    +10 Dexterity 
 
    +10 Intelligence  
 
    +10 Wisdom 
 
    +10 Constitution  
 
    +10 Charisma  
 
      
 
    I dropped to my knees as power settled in my core and bolts of red and blue lightning crackled around my body.  “Thank you,” I said, flexing my arms and allowing the energy to cycle through me.  No, it wasn’t flowing through me... it was me.  My strength.  My answer to Vexes.  My vengeance. 
 
    As I rose back to my feet, Cindross leaned forward and shot me a smirk.  “The power of the gods looks good on you,” she said.  “Though I don’t think you're quite there yet.  I only sense remnants of five sprites in you... not quite enough to trigger your final transformation.” 
 
    “It’s always six,” I replied.  Six fallen gods.  Six sprites.  Hell, our power was even based off of six ability scores... 
 
    “Indeed,” she replied.  “And you don’t have time to search out a sixth.” 
 
    “I know,” I said.  “The wolves are the waiting on me and-“ 
 
    “The battle for Aetheria has already begun,” she interjected, drawing a look of shock onto my face.  “The Asuran invaders have made their move and blood now flows freely over cobblestone streets.” 
 
    My mind began to race as I pictured Ezry and Vic and the others battling it out against Vexes on the streets of Kharridan.  Dammit all, they needed me!  What was I going to do? How would I get to them if- 
 
    My frantic thoughts were brought to an abrupt halt as Cindross reached an open palm out towards me, a small ball of flame hovering just inches above her red flesh.  Wait, I’d noticed that thing before.  When I’d first laid eyes on Cindross, I had noticed the little ball of flame hovering around her waist, swirling around her body and gently nudging her like a bothersome child. 
 
    I slowed my breathing and examined the ball of flame, eyeing the thin, obsidian circlet that rotated around its form.  It was almost like the little thing was sporting a piece of armor.  Then I noticed a pair of dark recesses in its fire that likely served as eyes.  This... this was a living creature? 
 
    “What is this?” I asked. 
 
    “This is Spyral... your sixth,” she replied calmly.  “He’s been a companion of mine for quite some time now, a sprite created directly in my likeness.  But now I offer him to you, a final piece to the puzzle that is your power.” 
 
    Slowly I reached my hand forward, letting my palm linger just inches from the swirling ball of flame, heat licking at my skin like tiny lashes from a fiery whip.  Then without any sort of warning, the little ball of flame launched itself in my direction. 
 
    My initial reaction was to reel back, but I forced myself to remain still as the ball of flame spun around my body, occasionally prodding me with a curious nudge.  Eventually, it slowed, coming to a rest in the air directly in front of my face. 
 
      
 
    Spyral 
 
    Flame Sprite 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but as I did the creature entered my body, dissolving into Aetherial light as it found its home in my core.  Reflexively, I gripped at my stomach as I felt something begin to swell in my chest.  A split second later that feeling erupted through my body, creating a cloak of flame around me that I quickly willed away. 
 
    “Amazing,” I muttered as the flames within me began to calm.  Apparently, that little sprite had far more power than it let on.  As my body settled, I turned my gaze back to Cindross... that is until another notification appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Spyral 
 
    Flame familiar (bonded) 
 
      
 
    Well, that was efficient.  As I blinked away the notification, a second translucent screen took its place. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prestige Class Path:  Path of the Azure Warden 
 
    The True Path of Power: 6/6 familiars obtained 
 
    The Blessing of the Six: 1/1 Enchantments obtained 
 
    The Mantle of the Azure Warden: 2/3 Sequences unlocked 
 
      
 
    If it wasn’t for my grim situation, I would’ve let out a howl of victory.  Finally, after all this time, after all of the battles, I was on the cusp of becoming a warden. 
 
    “And there you have it,” Cindross said, grinning as she eyed her handy work.  “You’re ready to take on the invaders.  You merely have to call on your power, complete the transformation and-“ 
 
    “It won’t matter,” I growled, hands forming into fists at my sides.  “If the battle has already started, then the city will be lost by the time I make it back.  We’ll have already failed...” The energy around me crackled to life as it reacted to my frustration.  Dammit all, if we’d only been faster. 
 
    “Perhaps I have one final trick that may be of help to you,” Cindross said, placing a hand on her smooth chin.  “Being a mere fraction of what I once was, I have no power to leave this domain.  However...” 
 
    “Yes?” I said, urging her on. 
 
    “However, a creature has taken a liking to my god fragment, an ancient beast that has fed off my power for many moons now.” 
 
    “The great red,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” she went on.  “The dragon is nothing less than a force of nature, though it spends much time slumbering in my chamber because of it’s advanced age the and territorial nature.  During that time my god energy has seeped into its bones, granting me a certain bit of... influence over it.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked, nervously thinking back to the colossal dragon. 
 
    Cindross shot me a devilish grin.  “I’m saying that perhaps I can get you to where you need to be quite quickly... that is if your willing to catch a ride.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    My body glowed with the swirling power of red and blue energy as I emerged from the god fragment, drawing looks of surprise from my familiars and a soft grin from Brohm.   
 
    “You’ve done it, Zander!” Razyr said as he scampered up to my boots.  “I can... feel it!  You’re ready,” 
 
    “I am, buddy,” I replied as I scooped up the drake and placed him on my shoulder.  “We all are... and were going to end Vexes, once and for all.” 
 
    Brohm strolled up to my side and placed a calloused hand on my shoulder.  “Good luck, kid.  You don’t need to be coming back here a broken mess like me.” 
 
    I turned to respond but a thunderous voice grabbed our attention, the low, earth-shaking below of the great red. 
 
    “Oh, you’re coming too,” the great dragon said as it rose from its slumber, it’s eyes illuminated with the crimson light of a fallen god. 
 
    “Cindross?!” Brohm gasped as he dropped to a knee.  “How did you-“ 
 
    “I’ve used what little is left of me to claim this beast as a host,” she interrupted.  “And I will not be rejected by you any longer, Azure Warden.” 
 
    “I... I am sorry,” he replied, his voice shaky as his gaze fell to the floor.  “I've failed you...” 
 
    “Then make it up to me,” the dragon growled as it shook dust and debris from its ancient scales.  “Now climb on.  We have a war to win.” 
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    The End of All Things 
 
      
 
    One of the most satisfying things I have ever seen was the look on Rhylor’s face as I rose out of the pit on the back of an ancient red dragon.  Later, I would find out that it was partially due to the fact that he’d just become a dragon slayer, though deep down I knew that he was a bit jealous. 
 
    As we emerged from the pit, I let the energy from my new enchantment flow freely, creating red and blue bolts of light that crackled through the air around my form.  I felt powerful.  I felt more confident than I ever had in my life.  And more than anything, I felt ready to take on the realm. 
 
    “Lookin good,” Hilda quipped as she began to scale the dragon’s ancient scales.  “I take it you found what you were looking for?” 
 
    “That and more,” I replied as I took her hand and hoisted her up.  Despite their reluctance, the others followed, climbing onto the dragon’s spiny ridge until we were all seated atop its back... 
 
    And then, we were off. 
 
    A journey that had taken us days was revisited in a matter of hours as the great red blazed a trail through Aetheria’s reddish sky.  The ride was a bit rocky at first, with each flap of the dragon’s wings sending a gust of wind that nearly blew us from our seats.  However, once we managed to get our bearings I was able to take in the view and once again appreciate just how strange and beautiful the realm was. 
 
    My gaze fell upon a grouping of slender, blade-like creatures as they scaled the side of gloomhollow, though they paused to let out a symphony of screeches as the great red cast a shadow over their pack.   Further along, I caught sight of a pack of earth sprites trudging along the windswept plains of the dire, their movements surprisingly agile despite the rocky carapace covering their bodies. 
 
    I soaked up as much of the vast realm as I could while we soared through Aetheria’s skies.  It served as a beautiful reminder of all the trials we had faced, of how far we’d come since spawning in this crazy world.  
 
    The others remained silent through much of the trip, despite the fact that there was so much that could’ve been said.  So many feelings that needed to be conveyed.  Or... or maybe there wasn’t.  As I turned to look at my companions, I gazed upon something that I hadn’t quite noticed before...  each of them, quietly making preparations for battle in their own way.  Breton’s hand moved with purpose as he scribed a new set of runes.  Hilda’s fingers laced my own as her opposite hand rested on the hilt of her sword, ready to guard me against any threat.  Helena rested a hand on Brent’s shoulder,  quietly reciting a spell in the back of her mind.  And even Rhylor, who was oftentimes gruff, kept a watchful eye and firm grip on his bow, ready to come to our defense in a split second.  Each of them was entirely willing to do anything to protect one another, no matter the cost.  And watching them... in that instant, I realized that it was the sincerest expression of love. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    My reflective mood quickly changed as the great red began to close in on Kharridan.  Even from a distance, I could see large clouds of smoke rising from various points in the city.  The assault had already begun, just as Cindross as said.  Now only one question remained... 
 
    Were we too late? 
 
    “Everyone, get ready,” I said as the dragon began to swoop in for its final descent.  As we drew closer I managed to get a better view of what really was going on.  The gates to the city had clearly been shattered and a mass of black-armored fighters appeared to be swarming the streets.  Among them were pockets of bright red warriors, the Drakengard, as well as fighters from the Iron Wolf-Tidecaller alliance, though they were clearly being pushed back by the unstoppable waves of black.  Still, the city hadn’t been lost... 
 
    It was time to deliver a counter-punch. 
 
    The great red cast a massive shadow over kharridan’s war-torn streets, bringing a slight lull in the action as fighters from both sides paused to gaze up at the colossal beast.  I could only imagine they were praying that the beast didn’t drop down and incinerate them where they stood.  However, the dragon had her own target in mind, the fearsome siege Asura that continued to rampage through the city’s crumbling structures.  No, these ravens had something else coming for them, something that could match the dragon in fury...  Me. 
 
    With my familiars at my side, I leapt from the dragon’s back, soaring through the air before landing on the cobblestone amidst a sea of ravens.  I landed with grace, allowing my bladesinger coat to fall back to my sides as a number of the black-armored fighters turned to face me.  Some of them wore incredulous looks as they pointed their weapons in my direction.  After all, I was unarmed, save for five sprites that hovered near my boots. 
 
    I returned the gaze of the oncoming warriors, staring them down with a look of sheer confidence and unbreakable resolve.  I was no longer the insecure adolescent trying to make his way in a new world.  I was power incarnate.  I was justice.  I was the Azure Warden. 
 
    “To me,” I uttered, two singular words that the ravens would soon come to regret.  Suddenly, my familiars morphed into balls of light as they spun around my body, slamming into my chest and causing the area to erupt in an azure glow.  
 
    I clenched my fists as the Aether flooded my body, as the precious energy of my six familiars began swirling in my core like a mighty hurricane.  Then in a single breath, I felt the power swell into every facet of my being, as if it were threatening to tear me apart at the seams!  But no, I wouldn’t allow it to!  Not when I was this close! 
 
    Tightening my jaw, I fought through the pain and exerted my will, forcing the immense power under my control as the surrounding ravens began to close in.  Time seemed to slow as an azure glow enveloped me, surrounding me like a powerful aura as small bolts of lightning crackled through the air in my presence.  I could feel it... the power was mine!l 
 
    The azure aura settled around me, turning me into a beacon of light amongst a sea of darkness.  At the same time, my interface took on a final transformation as a dazzling display of notifications appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    3rd Sequence unlocked 
 
      
 
    Prestige Class unlocked:  The Azure Warden 
 
    “My light shall be the fury that drives away the darkness.” 
 
      
 
    Ability acquired:  Combat interface 
 
    The warden acquired an advanced interface, granting him additional data on enemy combatants, predictive analysis of enemy attacks, and suggested attack patterns for handling enemies. 
 
      
 
    Ability acquired:  Azure Aura 
 
    Drawing on his vast supply of Aether, the warden creates a combat aura that greatly increases his offensive and magickal capabilities.  The battle aura also serves as an extension of the warden, allowing him to will weapons, constructs, and various skills into existence by melding his Aether.   
 
      
 
    Ability acquired: Aspect of the Six 
 
    The warden channels the Aether from one of his six familiars, drawing on its aspect and granting him transformative abilities depending on the familiar’s type. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The slightest of grins formed on my face as I dismissed the translucent notification. I had done it!  I’d finally unlocked my full potential!  If only the ravens charging me could’ve seen it...  they would’ve known that they didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    The first of the group charged me head-on, taking aim at my head with an overhead strike from his longsword. I slammed my palms together, catching the man’s blade and halting its progress just inches from my face.  With a quick twist, I wrenched the blade from his hands, then immediately pivoted and launched the weapon like a javelin, impaling a raven at my flank.  
 
    Without losing a step, I turned back to my first attacker, drawing Aether into my palm and forging a glowing, azure mace.  The man tried to raise an arm up in defense, but my superior dexterity was too much and I cracked him on the side of his head, scoring a critical hit and depleting his health reticle.   
 
    I fell into fighting stance as the raven crashed to the ground, prepared to take on any of the black-armored warriors that had surrounded me in the streets.  However, after watching me dispatch two of their guild mates so easily, they were more than hesitant to charge in. 
 
    No matter...  I was more than happy to bring the fight to them. 
 
    Channeling Aether into my legs, I crouched down and sprang forward, conjuring a second mace as I used my momentum to smash another pair of ravens in their faces.  As I landed, another trio of ravens attacked my flank, swinging a pair of broadswords and a poleaxe directly at my back.  I spun on my heel, sweeping one mace in front of me to knock away the blades before parrying the poleaxe with the other.   
 
    “Overwhelm him!” the man with the axe yelled, spurring another four ravens to charge me from all directions.  However, I already had a counter-attack in mind. 
 
    Moving with unparalleled speed, I took a step back and put myself directly at the center of the seven attackers.  In the same breath, I raised my aetherial maces into the air and smashed them together, creating a roiling ball of Aether that was barely contained in my palms. 
 
    “Eat this!” I growled before smashing the ball of energy into the ground, sending out a shockwave of Aether that sent my attackers flying.  It was amazing how I could generate so much energy so quickly... dammit all, I was unstoppable! 
 
    “Burn him off the face of the realm!” a voice shouted, drawing my gaze in the other direction.  Immediately I noticed a group of dark-robed mages pointing in my direction, spells beginning to flicker in the palms of their outstretched hands. 
 
      
 
    Fireblast 
 
    Fireblast 
 
    Lightning Bolt 
 
    Lightning Bolt 
 
      
 
    A number of notifications appeared in my vision as a wave of magickal attacks came soaring in my direction. My instincts told me to dodge, to roll away and avoid as much damage as possible.  However, my combat interface suggested another course of action. 
 
    Immediately, I began to focus my Aether forward, drawing out my azure energy and creating a spherical shield in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Azure Shield 
 
      
 
    The torrent of fire and lightning slammed into my shield, forking off in several directions and forcing me to dig my heels into the dirt.  As the onslaught of spells continued, I thought my shield might give out.  Instead, the brightness of the azure sphere intensified, drawing on my energy but leaving me wholly unharmed.   
 
    Damn, this was awesome! 
 
    Not one to remain still during battle, I launched myself at the trio of mages as shadows began to swirl between my hands.  In an instant I was behind the casters, swinging my freshly conjured leviathan blade with all of my added might.  The men screamed as the over-sized blade passed through them, cleaving them in two and depleting their health bars to nothing. 
 
    With footsteps quickly approaching from behind, I focused my swirling Aether into my blade and turned, swinging the weapon and unleashing a mighty wave of azure energy.  The rogue that had tried to approach my flank appeared to be caught off guard and was quickly blown away as the Aether wave crashed into him, creating a sizable trench in the dirt. 
 
    With a split-second to breathe, I used my enhanced interface to survey the battlefield.  In the distance, I noticed that my companions had leapt from the back of the dragon and had joined the battle… and dammit all were already making a hell of an impact.  Helena followed in the shadow of her greater demon, launching waves of hellfire from her hands and incinerating any enemies that her demon didn’t slay with its horns.  Brenton wasn’t far behind, carefully picking his targets and blasting them away with well-timed activations of his attack runes. 
 
    A bit further, I could see Hilda storming across the battlefield, swinging her fiery sword Dragon dance and cutting down any raven foolish enough to come within range.  My heart nearly dropped as I watched a barbaric raven charge her flank, spiked mace raised and ready to end her life.  Fortunately, my fears were put to rest as a hail of arrows appeared out of nowhere, piercing the man’s neck in several spots and dropping him dead where he stood.   
 
    My gaze shifted to the left where I spotted Rhylor, his body perched on top of a crumbled wall and his bow firmly in his grasp.  A draconic aura swirled around his body as he channeled the power of his dragonslayer class, empowering his attacks.  He turned and gave me a solemn thumbs up, as if he were trying to say ‘we got this’.  Then he immediately went back to work, launching his elemental arrows and providing cover for the others. 
 
    I gave the ranger a quick nod, even though I was sure he couldn’t see me.  Then I turned my gaze to the right as the sound crashing stone and muffled roars filled the air.  To my surprise, I spotted Cindross, still in the body of the great red and locked in battle with the giant, red-skinned siege Asura.    The towering Asuran seemed to be reveling in the carnage as it grabbed the dragon by the neck and smashed its head through an unoccupied tavern.  However, the dragon responded in kind with a vicious snap of its ancient jaw.   
 
    Dragon teeth sank into the Asuran’s arm, and seconds later her limb was torn from her body as sludge-like blood sprayed across the cobblestone street.  Elekys let out a final, pained wail, though it was instantly cut short as she was suddenly overwhelmed by the red, scaly beast.  The great red found its mark once again, sinking its teeth into the Asuran’s neck... 
 
    And just like that, Elekys the Asuran was no more. 
 
    I continued to watch for the briefest of seconds as the red dragon continued its trek through the city, leaving a path of destruction and dead ravens in its wake.  Everything around me was just so chaotic... men and women from either side were falling to spell or blade.  Buildings crumbled as fire and magic blasted its way through walls of wood and stone.  And yet, through all of the mayhem, I couldn’t find the one creature that was the cause of it all, the one who deserved to fall at the end of my blade... 
 
    Where the hell was Vexes? 
 
     My eyes hovered across the battlefield, searching for the tyrant or any sign of his worldbreaker energy.  Instead, I spotted a pair of raven officers crouching behind a tavern wall as they planned to execute an ambush.  Well, they would have to do. 
 
    Charging up my the Aether in my legs, I sprang forward again, charging directly at the two officers with leviathan blade in hand.  As expected the men ducked low, intending to dodge my over-sized blade and launch a counter-strike at my exposed abdomen.  Unfortunately for them, they didn’t expect my blade to cleave through the wall at their backs, causing stone and debris to crash down onto their bodies. 
 
    I dragged my blade downwards as the first officer tried to rise, pulling another chunk of wall down on top of him and depleting his remaining health.  The second officer I let rise, however, just long enough to pin him to the stone with the flat of my blade. 
 
    “Where’s Vexes?!” I growled as azure light emanated from my eyes. 
 
    “Wh-who” the man stuttered, his muscles tensed and his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    It suddenly dawned on me that this fool probably didn’t even know his leader’s real name.  “Highraven Wesley!” I corrected, shifting my weapon until it’s Aether-infused edge rested directly beneath his chin. 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed for a second as he considered his loyalties, though that quickly changed and he began to open up.  “Wesley, h-he went into the Drakengard’s guild vault.  Hey told us that we needed to cause mayhem... to keep the other guilds busy.  He said that the vault was his endgame.” 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked, pressing my blade into his collarbone just a little harder.  The officer didn’t say anything, but his eyes quickly betrayed him.  I followed his gaze to the right, setting my sights on a crimson-colored building with golden doors blown clear off their hinges...  the Drakengard guild hall. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I pulled the blade away before driving its hilt directly between the man’s eyes.   
 
    As I turned to dash towards the guild hall, I felt a strange feeling building in the pit of my stomach, as if the Aether cycling within me had somehow changed.  I could suddenly feel the energy of Salence far greater than the others.  It... it was as if he was communicating with me through our bond. 
 
    Trusting in my familiar, I drew on the dragon sprite’s power.  My azure aura quickly adapted, taking the form of magnificent blue dragon wings that were twice the size of any wings I’d grown before! 
 
      
 
    Aspect of the Six: Salence 
 
      
 
    Grinning, I took to the skies, covering the distance to the guild hall with a single, mighty flap.  As I approached the doorway another raven appeared to block my way.  He was a behemoth of the man, standing as tall as Dro’Kor and wielding a tower shield to bolster his defense. 
 
      
 
    Torble 
 
    Lvl 45 Guardian 
 
      
 
    I locked eyes with the man as I barreled in, daring him to stand in my way as lightning crackled around my form.  The fool widened his stance, waving me on with a gauntlet as he uttered the words “bring it.” 
 
    Well, I’d be happy to oblige. 
 
    I dismissed my blade as I came into range and lifted a fist into the air, conjuring an Aether gauntlet that was four times the size of my fist.  The man seemed to reel back a step at the sight of my new tool,  but it was far too late for him to flee. 
 
    “Azure SMASH!” I howled as I slammed my gauntlet into the guardian’s shield, shattering it into pieces and sending his armored body careening through the air.  Before he could rise I leaped onto his chest and delivered another punch to his helm, denting the metal and separating him from his senses. 
 
    Once the guardian was dispatched, I rose back to my feet and took a deep breath, drawing in my azure wings until my aura reassumed its natural form.  My plan was to dash through the guild hall as quickly as possible until I located the vault.  However, the gruesome sight before me had stopped me in my tracks. 
 
    My stomach turned as I finally began to register just what happened inside the walls of this once great guild.  The walls had been painted crimson with blood and the floors... dammit all, the floors were covered in the lifeless remains of the Drakengard who had tried to defend their home.  Many of the lifeless bodies bore grievous wounds,  and some appeared to have been cleaved in half...   
 
    “Vexes!” I growled, more than certain that he was the cause of all this carnage.  Hell, I could still feel a bit of his death aura lingering about the room.  I couldn’t let this go on...  I had to stop him here and now. 
 
    Mustering my resolve, I waded through the bodies of the fallen Drakengard and made my way deeper into the guild hall. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Each step I took towards the guild’s prestigious vault was met with resistance. Ravens emerged from every dark corner, challenging me, forcing me to cut them down just as Vexes had done to the gard just moments before.  It had to end. 
 
    The smell of death began to permeate the air as I made my way through the structure’s confined hallways. Everything about this place was assaulting my senses. The sights, the smells, the eerie silence that fell upon the hall once the last of the ravens were dispatched...  it was as if everything was a prelude to what lied ahead. 
 
    My muscles tensed as I caught sight of my destination, a massive vault located within the bowels of the guild hall.  Its circular door lay on the ground, sheered into pieces.  And with it, something else...  Scattered amongst the shards of metal were the broken limbs of a crimson golem.  The vault guardian,  a construct that had guarded the vault since its creation... had been obliterated. 
 
    I paused for a moment to reach down and retrieve the creature’s metallic head, its eyes empty of the light they once held.  “Your sacrifice won’t be in vain,” 
 
     said before gently placing the head back on the floor.  Even if the creature was only a golem, it had once been powered by Aether... and Aether was life. 
 
    With a quick command, I dismissed my gauntlet and called the leviathan blade back to my hand.  Then, with my azure aura blazing like a beacon, I entered the vault. 
 
    “I was wondering if you’d make an appearance,” the cold, demonic voice said, bringing me pause as I entered the room.  Standing at the vault’s center, surrounded by countless treasures was the creature I had come here for, the one who had set me on this path...  Vexes, Death Asura. 
 
    I stood, unwavering as my gaze met his.  The Asuran was still in his human form... pale and fragile with his long, black hair tied tightly into a tail.  He almost appeared meek, if not for the massive worldbreaker blade glowing in his grasp. 
 
    “It’s over Vexes,” I said, hoisting an over-sized blade of my own in challenge.  “The wardens have returned. 
 
    The Asuran let out a chuckle.  “Then it is over,” he replied.  “I’ve scattered your forces to the winds.  The gods are dead.  Your hope is dead... and I have everything I need to reclaim the power of this world... and KEEP IT!”  Dark energy swirled around the Asuran as he spoke, nearly causing me to falter...  But I didn’t.  I stood firm and raised my blade onto my shoulder, tightening my grip on its hilt. 
 
    “You don’t have anything but a big, damn sword,” I replied.  “And I happen to have one of those too.” 
 
    Vexes shook his head before his gaze moved to the broken chest at his feet.  “Oh, you absolute fool.  I don’t have just a sword, I have this realm’s most destructive power at my fingertips.  I have two of Aetheria’s ancient sprites, and soon I’ll have your soul.”  Suddenly, the Asuran let out a vile chuckle.  “I won’t make the mistake of killing you all off, warden.  No, your soul will live on in me, serving as my conduit for all of eternity!” 
 
    This was it... Vexes’ endgame.  If I let him have me, then I’d effectively be giving him the realm, all of its power and whatever lay beyond.  I had to- 
 
    “Wait,” I said, coming to a sudden realization.  “Did you say two ancient familiars?!” 
 
    Immediately, Vexes slammed his worldbreaker blade onto the chest, creating a shower of sparks and leaving a massive gouge down its side.  Less than a breath later, the chest began to shake violently, as if whatever was inside had been awakened. 
 
    I watched in horror as the shaking stopped and a creature began to slither out.  Its head resembled that of a dragon, with yellow eyes that appeared ancient and all-knowing.  It’s body, however, was more like a serpent, slithering through the air with an unsettling rhythm.   
 
      
 
    Zyphorellios 
 
    Ancient Sprite 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Vexes said as his hand reached for the sprite.  “Two.” 
 
    I dove towards the Asuran as his hand wrapped around the sprite’s neck, trying to prevent him from claiming the ancient’s power.  Vexes quickly countered, using his free hand to swing the worldbreaker blade and unleash a wave of devastation in my direction. 
 
    I leaped out of the way as the wave passed through the vault, its dark energy creating a trench in the stone floor.  I managed to right myself as I came out of my roll, though the second it took me to dodge was more time than he needed. 
 
    I was too late. 
 
    Zyphorellios hissed as it wrapped its body around Vexes, undergoing a sickening metamorphosis as it took the form of a suit of ornate, violet armor. 
 
      
 
    Worldbreaker Visage 
 
      
 
    Beneath the suit of armor, I could see Vexes making a change of his own.  The Asuran was shedding his humanoid form and adopting his true physique, a much larger, much more fearsome build.  Fingers stretched into talons as his skin turned a pale red, and his eyes, once dull and grey, began to glow with the red light of his terrible energy. 
 
    “The legendary vault of the Drakengard,” Vexes muttered as he inspected his armor.  “Was nothing but a cage for such ancient power.  Fools...” 
 
    “Enough!” I growled, launching from my crouch as I swung my leviathan blade in the Asuran’s direction. Perhaps I was the fool for allowing Vexes to drone on so long, but I needed the information, I needed a better understanding of the situation...  And now that I had it, it was time to put him away for good. 
 
    Azure light danced across the edge of my sword as I completed my strike, slamming the weapon into the Asuran’s massive blade.  A shower of sparks illuminated the area, but Vexes didn’t so much as flinch.  Instead, he leaned in closer until his eyes were level with mine.   
 
    “This is going to hurt.”  Those were the only words he uttered before he disengaged and used his talons to grab me around the throat.  I tried desperately to shadowshift away, but the Asuran’s grip had a certain finality to it, as if his dark aura was countering my skills. 
 
    With a mighty heave, Vexes swung me around and slammed me into the vault’s wall, causing a series of cracks to spread throughout the structure.  Then he followed it up with a charge, smashing me the rest of the way through. 
 
    I grunted in pain as my body was launched through the wall of the guild hall and back outside, back into the thick of battle.  Vexes followed, leaping through the wall as he took aim at me with his blade.   
 
    I couldn’t let him do this, couldn’t let him keep me on my back foot while he annihilated me with his sword...  It was time to take control. 
 
    Channeling my Aether, I rolled into a crouch before leaping skyward, narrowly dodging the worldbreaker’s destructive swing.  Below, Vexes planted his feet and waited for my descent, his blade cocked back and ready to cleave me in two.  Unfortunately for him, I had other plans. 
 
      
 
    Aspect of the Six: Sledge 
 
      
 
    As I plummeted towards the ground, I focused on Sledge’s Aether.  My aura immediately solidified, forming into a rocky carapace that covered my entire body, as if I’d been enchanted with an armor of stone spell.  
 
    “This is for you, dad!” I said as I crossed my arms, taking aim at Vexes like a falling meteor.  The Asuran stood firm, repositioning his blade in front of him as if he was planning on blocking my meteoric smash.  Well, he had another thing coming... 
 
    A shockwave of energy rippled across the ground as we collided, forcing anything and anyone in the area to scatter to the winds.  The Asuran’s knees buckled under the sheer force of my fall, then everything went black as the two of us were swallowed by a freshly made crater. 
 
    I laid in the shallow hole for several seconds, blinking the color back into my eyes as I tried to get my wits about me.  I could feel bits of my carapace falling away, shattered by our hellacious collision.  Still, something was off.  Beneath me were broken pieces of earth and stone, but where the hell was- 
 
    Suddenly, a talon-adorned hand launched out from beneath the rubble, grabbing me around the neck and holding me fast.  I struggled against the talons, trying desperately to pry them away,  but ultimately I could do little to as Vexes emerged from the rubble and hoisted me into the air. 
 
    My eyes went wide as I got a better look at my foe, as I saw the smoke rising off his armor and the scowl beneath his helm.  Still, I couldn’t get over the fact that despite my best effort, the Asuran’s health reticle indicated that he was mostly unharmed. 
 
    “You're pathetic,” Vexes said as his grip tightened on my neck.  “A mere shadow of what the original wardens once were.” 
 
    Warning notifications blinked in my vision as the pain in my neck intensified and my lungs burned from lack of air.  I needed to escape, to free myself from this bastard’s grasp.  And yet, all I could focus on were his eyes... those glowing red orbs filled with such contempt, such malice.  I couldn’t let this creature win.  I couldn’t let him have the realm...  Dammit all, I refused! 
 
    “Piss off!” I choked out before activating my signature skill, a skill I’d learned in Stormgard so many moons ago.  Drawing in my focus, I activated shadowshift. 
 
    Vexes went wide-eyed as I vanished from his grasp, re-materializing at his flank in a burst of azure light.  I delivered a swift kick to the center of his back, creating just enough space to swing my leviathan blade at his center.  Vexes spun on his heel, meeting my blade with his own and creating a shower of sparks and violent energy.   
 
    I didn’t let up, disengaging before diving back in with another blow.  Vexes countered, but his blade passed through me as I activated illusionary strike.  A second later I re-materialized at his side, dragging the edge of my blade across the ground before nailing him with an upward slash! 
 
    Vexes grunted in surprise as the blow lifted him off his feet, though he didn’t come back to the ground as I expected.  Instead, the Asuran went skyward as a pair of dark, sinewy wings burst out the back of his visage. 
 
    Vexes beckoned me on with an arrogant wave of his hand, challenging me to a duel in the skies.  But no matter... I was more than happy to fight in dragon aspect! 
 
    Drawing on Salence’s Aether, I transformed and launched myself into the sky, taking aim at the Asuran who now hovered over the battlefield. 
 
    The air filled with thunder as our blades clashed over and over, each successive strike sending a ripple of energy into the atmosphere.  My muscles ached as I alternated between my skills, throwing everything I had into each and every blow.  Vexes responded in kind, parrying my blows and returning fire with his devastating worldbreaker. 
 
    Each strike he landed cut into my health reticle, while each strike I landed did little to diminish the Asuran’s massive pool of health.  Dammit all, this wasn’t working!  I needed to find a way to break through! 
 
    Using my superior dexterity, I corkscrewed around one of the Asuran’s strikes, soaring to his flank as I readied my skill, Azure Blade.  Vexes spun to meet me, moving in a vertical spin until he was upside down and we were face to face once more.  
 
    Startled, my attack came in awkwardly and lacked the power it needed...  and dammit all, did Vexes capitalize.  Gripping his blade in one hand, the Asuran reached out and stopped my attack with the other, his talons latching onto my sword’s hilt. 
 
    Before I could break his grip, Vexes leaned in and delivered a headbutt directly to my face, dazing me and briefly disabling my skills.  Suddenly, I felt the air leave my lungs as the massive Asuran pulled me in close, swinging his sword around to my back before squeezing me in a suffocating embrace. 
 
    “I’m going to break you,” Vexes whispered into my ear, before beating his wings fiercely and sending us plummeting towards the ground.  I tried to regain my wits, to fight out of his grasp, but the Asuran sent us into a spiral, gaining momentum with each passing second as the sounds of battle grew closer.   
 
    With a final effort, I tried to break his grasp, tried to escape from the pain that I knew awaited me below.  I tried... and failed. 
 
    Vexes used our momentum to launch me downward, smashing my body through earth and rock, creating another crater in the already war-torn city.  I laid there in the dirt for several seconds, staring up at my health reticle that had now dropped into the red.  Agony washed over me as I tried to rise as if my body was urging me to put an end to this madness. 
 
    Was this it? 
 
    Was it over? 
 
    Had Vexes won? 
 
    “N-no...” I growled, climbing to my hands and knees as I clawed my way out of the shallow pit.  Not like this.  I’d come too far to die in some hole.  If I was going to die then I’d die fighting! 
 
    Summoning every last bit of my resolve, I rose out of the pit and faced my attacker, eyeing him in his pure demonic glory. 
 
    “Its over,” the Asuran said, resting the worldbreaker blade on his shoulder.  “You have nothing left...” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” a voice replied, drawing a look of confusion from the Asuran.  We both turned to see Hilda approaching at my flank, her gaze resolute and her shield covered in fresh raven blood.  “He has the strength of a guardian.” 
 
    “Hilda...” I muttered as a swell of emotion began to build in my chest. 
 
    “And the cunning of a ranger,” Rhylor added, appearing at her side with his bow at the ready. 
 
    “And the intelligence of a runecaster,” Brenton said as he appeared at my other side, a dazzling pair of runes glowing in his palms. 
 
    “And the passion of a warlock,” Helena said, flames dancing at her feet. 
 
    “And the soul of a warden,” Brohm added with finality, placing a hand on my shoulder.  All of them appeared battered and bruised and covered in blood that could’ve belonged to them or their enemies... but nevertheless, they’d weathered the storm and fought their way to my side. 
 
    Like they always had. 
 
    Vexes let out a chuckle as he watched Hilda step forward, but she didn’t seem deterred in the slightest by the Asuran’s immense power level or impressive size. 
 
    “Alright boys,” she said, focusing her gaze on the bastard.  “We need to create an opening for Zander!  Give it everything you’ve got!” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Vexes interjected, falling into a fighting posture. 
 
    “Your damn right I am,” she replied.  “Your nothing more than a glorified raid boss!” 
 
    Suddenly, Hilda shot forward, activating shieldmaster’s challenge as she forcibly drew the Asuran’s attacks.  Vexes responded in kind, smashing the woman into the ground with his worldbreaker blade and nearly splitting her shield in two.  Unfortunately for the Asuran, that was just what the guardian anticipated. 
 
    Helena and Brenton dashed forward, closing in on the Asuran from either side as spells began to conjure on the tips of their fingers.  Helena struck first, letting out a cry of triumph as she cast chains of corruption on the Asuran and entrapped his right hand.  Brenton followed, moving to Vexes’ left as he activated his entrapment runes on its sword arm. 
 
    Hilda let out a growl as she leaped from the ground, tossing her shield aside as she wrapped her arms around the Asuran’s legs.  “Rhy, now!” she yelled as Vexes tried to kick her away.  A split second later, a dragonseeker arrow left the ranger’s bow and found its mark in the Asuran’s eye. 
 
    “Aaaah!  Daaaamn you!” Vexes roared, causing dark energy to erupt from the crevices in his armor.  Lines of black lightning struck out at the others, causing their health reticles to dwindle and smoke to rise from their armor.  And yet, their grip held true. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time!” 
 
    Brohm yelled as he charged Vexes head on.  His fist glowed with faint, blue light as he slammed it into the Asuran’s armor, activating his Aether culling skill. 
 
    Suddenly, Vexes’ worldbreaker visage began to writhe atop his red flesh, exposing the Asuran’s chest as the ancient sprite recoiled from its disrupted Aether flow. 
 
    This was it.  This was my chance! 
 
    Using every last bit of strength, every last ounce of energy that I had, I called upon my Aether and fell into my final transformation.  My azure aura solidified around me, taking the shape of a shimmering suit of armor worthy of a king.  The remaining Aether pooled in my hands, growing in intensity and size until it came to a point, until I was wielding a runic Aether blade larger than the worldbreaker itself. 
 
      
 
    Aspect of the Six: Razyr 
 
      
 
    A light rain started to fall on the battlefield as I began my charge towards the Asuran, my Razyr blade now glowing with a fierce intensity as I focused every bit of power I had left.  Vexes caught sight of me and began thrashing about wildly, trying to break free of the restraints my companions laid on him. 
 
    Suddenly, the Asuran ripped free of Brenton’s runes, freeing his sword arm before I could close the distance.  With a destructive slash, Vexes cut down Brohm, slashing him across the midsection and sending him careening through the air.  Then with a mighty backslash, he cut down Brenton, lobbing off the runecaster’s left arm before he could complete his next spell. 
 
    I could see a smile form beneath that monster’s helm as he turned his blade towards me, as his destructive aura erupted with power, knocking the others away.  He was taking joy in causing my friends to suffer...  well dammit all, I’d give him something to smile about! 
 
    Time seemed to slow as I stepped into range, as the Asuran angled his blade at my chest.  The gap in his armor was already beginning to close.  I had no time to dodge, no time to do anything but strike... 
 
    I charged forward and plunged my blade into Vexes’ chest, taking a huge chunk out of his health reticle... but he didn’t drop.  No, the Asuran struck back at nearly the same instant, stabbing his worldbreaker blade into my midsection and forcing my lifeblood to spill out onto the street.   
 
    I gasped as immeasurable pain washed over me, as my interface warned me of an impending death.  For an instant we both stood there, my armor melting away as his reformed,  that damned wicked smile still on his Asuran face. 
 
     “It’s over,” Vexes said as he tore his blade free before dislodging my sword from his chest.  “Now give me your soul!” 
 
    Suddenly, the Asuran reached his free hand out towards met as his worldbreaker armor began to undergo a change.  Slowly, the visage underwent a metamorphosis, changing shape as it took the form of a giant, gaping maw that stretched over his entire arm. 
 
    The maw opened as if it were drawing in a mighty breath… but no, it wasn’t breathing at all.  That damned creature was drawing out my Aether! 
 
    “Give me all of it!” Vexes yelled as azure light began to leave my body and filter into his arm.  “And lay your eyes on this realm’s new god!” 
 
    I tried to resist, tried to pull my Aether back in, but I struggled to summon even the smallest bit of strength.  My fate was sealed…. I was- 
 
    “Get off of him!” a voice yelled, drawing my gaze to the right.  I turned my head, watching in amazement as a man emerged from battle, a massive blacksmith hammer in his hands… 
 
    Vic. 
 
    Before Vexes could break his hold on me, Vic slammed his hammer into the side of the creature’s head, knocking away another small chunk of the Asuran’s health reticle and removing the smile on his face. 
 
    “You better back off, or boss is gonna-“ those were the final words Vic managed to spurt out before Vexes swung his worldbreaker blade, obliterating the man in a single wave of destruction. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it… in the blink of an eye, another companion had been taken from me… another dead at my expense. 
 
    But no more. 
 
    Feeling a sudden surge of otherworldly strength, I rose to my feet as Aether flowed back into my form.   Vexes had said that I was a conduit for world energy… well, I’d have to show him that energy flows two ways. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” the Asuran yelled as azure light began to flood my body, swirling around my form.  I drew my Aether back from his arm, from my fallen comrades around me, from the sprites that flew above.  I drew in Aether until my aura shined brighter than the sun’s rays, then I doubled down and pulled in more. 
 
    This was the true power of the wardens, the power to wield world energy like no other… the power of the damned gods. 
 
    “I’m ending this,” I replied to Vexes as I raised my Razyr blade one more time.  I channeled my energy into the weapon, transforming it into a sword of light. 
 
    “N-no.  You can’t” Vexes howled, lifting his Worldbreaker blade in defense.  Desperate, the Asuran swung his weapon, sending a wave of destructive energy in my direction. 
 
    A wave that missed. 
 
    In a final act of valor, I shadowshifted behind Vexes, taking aim at my now vulnerable foe.  Then I swung my weapon with all my might, unleashing a wave of azure energy strong enough to cut the planet in two. 
 
    “Wrath of the six!” I howled, channeling the power of the six gods of Aetheria.  The wave of energy engulfed Vexes, tearing his body apart piece by piece until nothing remained but an empty health reticle and a pile of lifeless ash.  He was finished… 
 
    Finally, it was done. 
 
    I collapsed to my chest as the screams of my companions began to drown out the sound of the falling rain.  I could no longer feel my body, could no longer see anything except my empty health reticle encircling my vision.   
 
    Empty...  I’d given everything.  My life was forfeit... but the realm was safe.  Hilda was safe.  For that, it was worth it... 
 
    As the darkness took hold, the last thing I felt was the gentle embrace of angel wings cradling my lifeless body. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    One year later… 
 
      
 
    Anna Freya 
 
      
 
    The Blade Mistress was in a somber mood as she strolled around the outskirts of Stormgard, the sky above darkening as it threatened to bring one of the area’s perpetual storms.  She scoffed as a speckling of raindrops fell from the sky and dampened her cloak.  Normally she enjoyed storms and the chaos that they brought... but lately, everything in this realm just seemed to bother her. 
 
    “Are you well?” A voice asked, causing her to pause and turn on her heel.  She watched carefully as a figure emerged from behind the trunk of a large, charcoal-colored tree.  Dressed in a long, black cloak, the man spotted a pair of pistols on his hips and a guitar case strapped tightly across his back...  Gerard Valentine, bounty hunter. 
 
    “I see you’ve recovered your instrument,” she said, allowing her guard to drop just a bit.  “It took you long enough.” 
 
    Valentine scoffed.  “Do you know how large that mountain was?  How many peaks I had to search?” 
 
    Anna chuckled.  “Maybe if you had done your job...” 
 
    Valentine cut his eyes at her.  “I had the boy dead to rights.  How was I to know his companion would grow wings and Kick me off the side of the mountain.  Do you know how long it takes to regenerate from something like that?  And besides, it doesn’t look like your little campaign saw much success.  We’ve lost our strongholds in Razorford, Yggrash, and Kharridan.” 
 
    Anna shrugged.  “Perhaps you’re right.  It seems that the gods of this realm still carry great influence, even in death...  I do grow tired of this realm, anyway.” 
 
    “Did you have something in mind?” Valentine asked, crossing his arms in front of his chest. 
 
    Anna Freya let out a snicker. “I’m tired of operating from the shadows... I propose that we find a realm a bit more... chaotic.”  She paused before shooting him a devilish smile.  “Let’s head to Eon.” 
 
    Valentine raised a brow.  “Isn’t that realm barred by the laws of reincarnation?” 
 
    Anna let out another laugh before stepping in closer to Valentine.  “Don’t worry my love.  We’ll find a way in.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Hilda 
 
      
 
    A cold breeze began to blow through the outskirts of Kharridan as Hilda made her way down the overgrown walkway.  She couldn’t believe that it had been a year... an entire year since they’d won the battle of Kharridan and claimed victory of the Asurans, though when she thought about it ‘victory’ felt like a very hollow term.  As she recalled, just so much had happened since that fateful day.  So much had changed...   
 
    After Vexes was defeated, the remaining members of Ravenflight either surrendered or fled.  Those that remained loyal were cast away as exiles, while those willing to change were absorbed by the Wolves or the Gard. 
 
    With the ravens and their otherworldly leader gone, something had to be done about the ancient sprites, Aerodonalaus and Zyphorellios.  Though they may have been sprites, the creature’s destructive potential and primal natures made them too dangerous to be kept around.  Luckily, Brohm had offered a sensible solution.  And so he went, back to the scorchlands to seal the beasts in the land’s darkest depths under the protection of the Great Red. 
 
    And then there was the city... the battle they fought that year ago had left Kharridan in ruins.  However, the once magnificent city was quickly returned to its former glory through a joint effort by the three remaining great guilds.  Ultimately, each guild chose to construct a new guild hall at the city’s center as a way of ensuring Aetheria’s protection, an act that would come to be known as the tri-guild alliance. 
 
    For the most part, Aetheria had rebounded from the Asuran threat.  Still, all of that seemed so far removed from what she was dealing with in her heart.  The loss of so many, of so much.  Brenton had fallen into a deep depression after the loss of his arm, fearing that he would never become the caster he had the potential to be.  However, through Helena’s supporting love and his own persistence, he went on to become a Runelord, one of the most powerful casters in Aetheria.   
 
    His trials and successes had proven to be a much needed distraction for Hilda, at least for a while.  But eventually, the pain of loss crept it's way back into her soul... 
 
    Slowly, Hilda walked down the path, examining the names on the seemingly endless rows of gravestones that lined the grassy plain.  Many names she didn’t recognize, but the ones she did left a profound sting.  Ezry... Taryn...  Candor..  Thamriul... so many lives taken too soon.  
 
    Hilda paused as she approached a particular gravestone... the burial sight of the blacksmith, Vic.  She hadn’t paused to make peace with the man...  no, she had done that many moons ago.  She paused because sitting there in front of the grave was a man quietly wrapped in sorrow, a man many considered a hero... her love, Zander Darkblade. 
 
    Hilda’s heart ached as she laid eyes upon the slayer, a small drake atop his shoulder, his coat open to reveal a vertical scar running down his chest.  Everyone had thought him dead after his battle with Vexes.  They’d seen his health reticle drop to zero.  However, none of them knew about the power that Titania possessed.  By using aspect of the divine, the sprite was able to trigger divine rebirth, a skill that exchanged all of her Aether to restore Zander a single HP.    
 
    At first, she had thought it a godsend that her love had been spared.  And it was...  She only wished that she could somehow find a way to temper his pain.  The guilt of losing so many weighed hard on him, especially after he’d been spared.  And Vic’s death hit him especially hard... the man had died before Zander truly made amends before he told him who he truly was... 
 
    Carefully, Hilda began to make her way towards Zander’s side, in hopes to comfort the man.  Despite his pain, he’d still been a wonderful lifemate and a man that she’d admired...  But with this one year mark looming, she only wished that she could find a way to lift his spirits... 
 
    “Hey,” a voice said, bringing the guardian sudden pause.  She had thought they were alone, but apparently, a third had joined them in the graveyard. 
 
    Slowly, the woman shifted her gaze, hoping to put a face to the approaching voice.  Standing just feet away was a man shrouded in a cloak of blue, a living garment that seemed to swirl around his body like an ocean’s wave. 
 
    Zander turned to regard the man, his eyes going wide as he gained a glimpse of what lied under the hood. And was that a smile forming on his face? 
 
    The hooded man took another step forward and reached a hand out towards Zander, a smile of his own becoming visible as he passed.  “Hey, I... I’ve been looking for you for a while...” the man said, his voice full of nerves.  “It’s me.  It’s… it’s Max.” 
 
    Hilda watched with surprise as Zander rose to his feet before pulling the man in for a tight embrace.  Seconds later, she found herself placing a hand over her mouth to hold back her sobs.  It’d been too long since she’d seen Zander smile so fully... 
 
    Perhaps everything was going to be alright. 
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