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The story so far... 
 
      
 
    Adam Osiris couldn’t wait to dive into the hot, new VRMMORPG Aether Gate Online.  Taking the class of Slayer and the name Zander Darkblade, Adam looked to forge a name for himself in the game... that is, until he found himself trapped with no way out. 
 
    After surviving a few near-death experiences, Zander stumbled upon Wesley, a game designer also stuck in the world of Aetheria.  With his guidance and a few weapons to add to his repertoire, Zander set out on a mission to vanquish the game’s creator Lord Vazryn, an act that would likely set he and the other players free. 
 
    Zander met several companions during his trek across Aetheria and forged bonds with a pair of powerful familiars.  He escaped a hive of mind flayers, survived a dragon raid and competed in a grand tournament (which he nearly won).  Eventually, the Slayer came face to face with the Highlord himself, but found he was outmatched by the man and his ancient familiar.   
 
    Nearly succumbing to defeat, Zander bonded with a third sprite... a dragon familiar, giving him the edge that he needed to put Vazryn down for good.  Zander grew very quickly in strength and brought honor to his guild, Ravenflight...  Unfortunately, it was not enough to free him from this strange, new realm. 
 
    Meanwhile, Adam’s father David found himself unable to bare his son’s absence from earth any longer and chose to dive in to Aetheria after him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Party 
 
      
 
    Zander Darkblade: Human Slayer.   
 
    Sprites: Razyr, Kord, Salence 
 
      
 
    Hilda: Human Guardian 
 
    Sprite: Ivanellios 
 
      
 
    Helena: Human Warlock 
 
    Sprite: Doomswell 
 
      
 
    Brenton: Human Runecaster 
 
    Sprite: Rhegar 
 
      
 
    Taryn: Human Rogue 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PART 1 
 
      
 
    JOURNEY TO RAVENHOLD 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1 
 
      
 
    The Temple of Fangs 
 
      
 
    Year of Rebirth: 0072 
 
      
 
    A shower of sparks pelted my armored chest as my enemy’s blade smashed into my own.  “Form up on me!”  I shouted, before giving my opponent a forceful charge.  Hilda rushed to my left, hoisting her aegis shield Corvus as she blocked an oncoming barrage of blades.  To my right, Taryn rolled into position, fully concealed in black shinobi armor that he’d picked up on one of our recent outings.  He drew a pair of blades from his belt as he rolled, then launched himself at a group of attackers approaching our flank. 
 
    We were trapped, surrounded on all sides by a group of elvish zealots with wild grey hair and a bestial look in their eyes.  Each of them brandished a silvery curved scimitar that they appeared hell-bent on shoving through our chests.  Damnit, these guys sure had a way of welcoming guests. 
 
    “Leave our sacred land!”  one of them howled, before taking aim at me with a wild, foolhardy strike.  His sword came in hard, but a quick deflection from my rapier, the familiar blade dragonedge, left the zealot exposed.  I shifted my weight, then lunged forward with an attack of my own, plunging my other sword nevermore into the mad elf’s chest and depleting the remainder of his HP.   
 
    “I thought you said this was going to be easy,” Taryn growled as he dodged one of the elf’s errant blade attacks.  Without giving his attacker time to respond, he drew another knife from his belt and flung it at the zealot.  The words “critical hit” appeared in his vision as the knife found a home in the elf’s right eye. 
 
    “C’mon, this isn’t that bad,” I responded, landing a slick double strike on another zealot.  The quest was a simple one... or, at least it was supposed to be.  Follow the path along the river into the wiltwood forest until we come across a sunken temple.  Bust in, locate the artifact and bring it back to town.  Simple.  Or so I thought... 
 
    “Damnit, Zan, how many of these guys are there?”  Hilda spat as she shrugged off an attack with her shield, then battered the elf with crushing blow.  Her mace slammed into the zealot’s shoulder, cracking bone and leaving the elf’s arm dangling there useless and deformed.  The elf shrieked and began to flee, his health bar heavily depleted.   
 
    “Too many,” I grunted, clashing with another curved blade.  “Brenton!  How’re you coming with that damn door?!”  Just a few feet away, our resident runecaster, Brenton, crouched at the base of the partially submerged temple.  His hands worked furiously as he tried to break the magickal seals on the temple door that barred us entry.   
 
    “I assure you I’m moving as fast as I can,” he replied as his familiar, a white-haired lion-like creature named Rhegar, adjusted the spectacles on his face for him.  “Though this might go a bit smoother if Helena didn’t keep stepping on my hands.” 
 
    “Oh, shove it,” the warlock growled, dancing around the runecaster as she flung a shadowblast at an approaching zealot.   
 
    I should’ve known this was a trap.  Things had gone so smoothly locating the temple, especially for a supposed high-level quest.  We found the structure resting at the swampy center of the forest, half-submerged in its moss-covered glory... seemingly unguarded.  Of course, when Brenton went to work on breaking the runic seals, this strange group of elves showed up and, well… now here we were, desperately defending Brenton from a horde of white-haired elvish maniacs as he tried to break open the door. 
 
    Frustration was evident in the eyes of the zealots as they repeatedly failed to break through our defenses.  Despite their advantage in numbers, the zealots couldn’t match our superior power level nor our battle coordination.  Instead, they were left to charge recklessly into our defenses, only to meet a blade to the chest or a mace to the skull. 
 
    “Brothers!”  one of the elves cried.  “These heretics are going to desecrate our temple!  We must summon.... the great fang!” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” Hilda said as she smashed a zealot into the ground with her shield.  “Ivan, you have any idea what they’re talking about?” 
 
    Hilda’s familiar, Ivanellios, soared over the group, circling us before diving into the fray and unleashing a vicious assault on one of the elves with his talons.  “If I recall, my lady guardian, the great fang is some sort of ceremonial title given to the strongest warrior of the White Fang Clan.”  
 
    “Great,” I muttered.  “Brenton, you almost got that thing cracked?” 
 
    “Just a few more seconds,” he replied before etching another rune into the stone door. 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Taryn said with a tremor in his voice.  “I think it’s here.” 
 
    I turned my gaze to Taryn’s direction, where the elves had mostly backed off.  The group began to split, making a passage directly towards the five of us…  It was then that I saw it. 
 
    Making its way towards us was an elf larger than I’d ever seen.  He towered over the others, his body wrapped in layers of muscle that appeared chiseled from stone.    His legs were thick like tree trunks.  Battle scars adorned his naked body, old wounds that he’d earned at the hands of his fallen enemies.   
 
      
 
    Rhynos the Great Fang 
 
    Elite Boss 
 
    Lvl 35 Lycanthrope  
 
      
 
    Dammit all, this one was far stronger than the others.  I glanced over to the drake who sat perched atop my shoulder, a creature whose battlebond had saved me more times than I could count.  Razyr, my first familiar.  “Get ready, buddy,” I said, briefly meeting his gaze.  Razyr gave me a growl of assurance, and I turned to meet Great Fang head on. 
 
    The massive elf met my hard stare with one of his own.  Then, in an act of defiance, he let out a piercing, otherworldly howl.  Suddenly, the white hair atop his head began to sprout from his forearms and chest.  His fingers began to morph, taking the form of sharp points and his face elongated, forming into a snout filled with rows of razor-sharp teeth.  No longer was this creature just some muscle-bound elf.  No, approaching now was a massive half-wolf behemoth! 
 
    Now things were getting interesting. 
 
    I threw my slayer mark on Great Fang as he charged in, giving my attacks a slight edge over the creature.  The beast descended on me, slashing away with his mighty claws. It was a powerful strike, an attack that likely would’ve shaved away a good portion of my health bar... if it landed. 
 
    Using the power of my frog familiar, Kord, I activated empowered leap and sprung into the air above the mighty Great Fang.  As I descended, I used lunging strike to propel myself downward and drove nevermore directly into the creature’s shoulder.  -62 HP 
 
    The beast lurched forward in pain, doing his damnedest to buck me off.  Instead, I used the creature’s forward momentum against him, grasping onto the hilt of my impaled blade as I swung my body over his shoulder and drove a knee into his ugly snout. 
 
    Great Fang roared in anger as he staggered back in pain, taking my obsidian sword with it.  Behind I could hear footsteps fast approaching, so I reflexively dropped to a knee.  Suddenly Taryn leapt onto my back, using it as a springboard to launch himself at the burly werewolf.  I watched in awe as the nimble rogue began to rotate as he soared through the air. 
 
      
 
    Spiraling Strike 
 
    The rogue performs a spinning aerial attack, using his blades to slice through his opponent continuously until his rotation ends. 
 
      
 
    Taryn carved up Great Fang’s chest as he spun his blades into the beast, sending chunks of bloody fur in either direction.   
 
      
 
    -24 HP 
 
    -17 HP 
 
    -28 HP 
 
      
 
    Once the rogue’s rotation slowed he dropped to his feet, sizing the creature up for a follow-up strike.   
 
    Great Fang wasn’t having any of that. 
 
    The werewolf lashed out, slashing Taryn across his chest and sending the rogue crashing to the ground in pain.  The rogue’s health reticle began to blink a sickly yellow as he was overcome by some sort of strange new affliction. 
 
    “I’m coming, Taryn!”  I yelled, charging in behind the rogue.  The on-looking zealots began to intercept, but a shieldmaster’s challenge from Hilda grabbed their attention.  
 
    Razyr leapt into the air before forming into a ball of light, sending raw, powerful Aether coursing through my veins.  I hoisted dragonedge into the air with both hands as the blade began to glow with bright azure energy. 
 
    With a mighty swing, I cleaved Great Fang’s neck, separating his head from his shoulders.  Seconds later, experience points showered the group like rainfall. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The sun was beginning its descent through the orange-colored sky by the time we finally exited the sunken temple.  Brenton wore a wide grin on his face as he hoisted our prize on his shoulder, a large ceramic urn molded into the shape of a strange pot-bellied lycan.  At our feet were the scattered bodies of at least a dozen white fang zealots.  Thankfully, the rest had fled after I had slain their oh so mighty leader. 
 
    This life of adventure had become the norm as of late… dungeon diving and monster hunting.  Things weren’t supposed to be this way… I knew they weren’t.  After I defeated Vazryn, we were supposed to be set free, to be given our lives back on Earth.  But apparently, things were not that simple.  It would take some time for Wesley to crack the code… or so we were told, time for him to undo the lock that held our souls trapped in Aether Gate Online (AGO), time to find us a way back home. 
 
    And so, we went on living, losing just a tiny bit of our old selves with each passing day.  Memories fleeting… thoughts that seemed to slide through our cerebral fingertips the harder we tried to grasp on…  Sure, we could’ve settled down in Karrihdan and waited this thing out, maybe even scribed some of our memories, so we wouldn’t forget... but something was compelling us to do otherwise, an unnatural, insatiable thirst for adventure that we just couldn’t seem to quench. 
 
    We arrived back in Riverwood the following afternoon, a small riverside village southeast of Karrihdan.  There, the reward for our quest awaited.   
 
    “You’ve returned!  a burly red-bearded dwarf shouted as he spotted us approaching on the horizon.  “Thank the gods!”  He began waving us in his direction, unable to hide the excitement in his movements.  “Hurry now, come in!”  the burly little man said, leading us into his humble abode.  His name was Brunely, the owner of the local tavern “Sea Hag’s Haven”. He was also a quest giver and had offered a pretty penny to anyone willing to retrieve this ugly urn from the Temple of the Fang.  His eyes went wide as we handed him over the artifact, ogling it as if he’d just laid eyes on his first child. 
 
    Brunely guided us into his quaint little tavern, leading us past the rustic-looking bar and into the kitchen… which happened to double as a storage room.  He was in such a rush that he nearly knocked over one of the stocky dwarvish barmaids carrying a platter full of drinks. 
 
    After reaching the backroom, he immediately trudged over to a large chest and began fiddling with a series of locks attached to the outside.  Eventually, he opened it and handed over a rather hefty leather sack. 
 
      
 
    Quest Completed 
 
    “Fangs in the Forest” 
 
    +1000 exp. 
 
    100 gold pieces obtained  
 
      
 
    I nodded my head in satisfaction… not a bad haul at all.  Another notification popped up in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have reached level 30 
 
      
 
    +1 Skill point acquired 
 
    +2 Attribute points acquired 
 
      
 
    The others seemed pleased with the reward as well, though Brenton wore a quizzical expression on his face.  “If I may ask…”  he said, adjusting his spectacles, “what exactly do you plan on doing with that urn?” 
 
    The dwarf gave Brenton a toothy grin before setting the urn on a nearby table.  Then, to everyone’s utter surprise, he picked up a mallet and smashed the top of the artifact. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, you hairy little bastard?!”  Helena screeched.  “We nearly died getting that thing for you!” 
 
    Brunely let out a hearty laugh.  “And yer appreciated greatly,” he replied.  “But what I really want is inside the urn.”  The dwarf hoisted the artifact into the air and carried it over to a large bubbling cauldron.  There, he tipped the urn over and poured out its contents into the concoction, revealing a dark, aromatic liquid.  “Fangbane,” he said, grinning as the cauldron began to bubble.  “Best seasoning in Aetheria!  I reckon this one’s been fermenting in that temple fer a hundred years, at least.” 
 
    “A… seasoning…”  Helena muttered, completely dumbfounded.  Her familiar, Doomswell, began to laugh so hard that he nearly fell off her shoulder. 
 
    “I’d really like to try a bit of that… what is it?  Soup?”  Brenton said, taking a whiff of the massive pot.   
 
    The dwarf nodded with a smile as he gave the runecaster a stiff pat on the shoulder.  “Of, course lad.” 
 
    As we began to gather ourselves the door to the kitchen swung open.  Standing there was the dwarvish barmaid, a perplexed look on her face.  “Zander Darkblade?”  she said in a surprisingly soft voice, her eyes scanning the group for a reaction. 
 
    “That’s me,” I said, stepping forward.  “What is it?” 
 
    “You have a visitor,” she replied.  “A man in black…  he said his name was Morose.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2 
 
      
 
    Dark Visitor 
 
      
 
    My communication with the other ravens had been sparse since I turned Vazryn’s body over to the Highraven.  In fact, it had been at least a week since I reported back with my whereabouts to the shadowy guild.  And yet, sitting there at one of the tavern’s round wooden tables was Morose, lieutenant of the ravenflight guild.   
 
    The man appeared to have been just as busy as I was these past few weeks, with an apparent growth in strength that just didn’t seem fathomable.   He still sported that same massive bastard sword strapped to his back and that crimson sash lined with rows of daggers, but his armor had clearly seen some upgrades.  Jet-black plate mail fashioned with dozens of sharp spikes, many of them painted red at the tip, covered his limbs and torso.  Adorned on his helm was a pair of twisted horns as well.  In fact, if I didn’t know any better, I would’ve surely guessed that the man was demonic! 
 
    Morose rose from his seat as I approached, carefully removing his helm and placing it at the center of the table.  Long black hair fell to his shoulders, clinging to the sides of his angular face.  I tensed as his gaze fell upon me... no matter what the situation, the assassin’s expression always seemed to rest in a state of perpetual anger. 
 
    “Darkblade,” he said, giving me a quick nod.  “It looks like you’ve grown since I last saw you.” 
 
    “As have you,” I replied.  The assassin had already topped level 40 and likely wasn’t planning on slowing down.  He was truly one of the most sophisticated NPCs that I’d encountered since the launch of AGO. 
 
    No... I told myself.  Not NPCs... these were living beings... creatures born of a planet whose life had been renewed through the Aether... 
 
    “The Highraven would like you to report back to Ravenhold,” Morose said, drawing me from my thoughts. 
 
    Hilda immediately perked up at the Highraven’s mention.  “He’s found a way back home?”   
 
    Morose turned to her and gave the slightest of nods.  Suddenly, she turned and wrapped me in a warm embrace.  “Zan!  We’re going to go home!” 
 
    I reciprocated her affection, placing a soft kiss on her forehead, though my eyes remained locked on the assassin.  The man’s cold, dark eyes met my own once more with a look devoid of emotion.  I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but there was something off-putting about Morose... something I just couldn’t quite describe.  Still, if Wesley held the man in such high regard, then I at least owed him a bit of trust. 
 
    “When are we heading back?”  I asked, releasing my grasp on the guardian. 
 
    “At first light, so get some rest.  It’s a bit of a trek back to Ravenhold, and the roads have grown…dangerous.”  Morose turned and began to walk towards the exit.  He paused just as he reached the door. “Are your... companions tagging along?” the assassin asked without looking back. 
 
    “You’re damn right we are,” Helena rebutted.  She shot a glance at Brenton and Taryn, who both nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Fine,” Morose replied in that icy voice of his, then abruptly he took his leave. 
 
    Silence lingered in the tavern as the wooden door creaked shut in his absence.  I gazed at the others, who seemed taken aback by the ravenflight lieutenant... that is, except for Helena, who nonchalantly swiped a mug of ale off the table and downed it in record time.  “What the hell was his problem?” she asked as she wiped the frothy remnants from her lips. 
 
    Brenton chuckled as he adjusted the spectacles on his face.  “He is an assassin, after all.  What kind of mood would you find yourself in if you had to kill others for a living?” 
 
    Helena shrugged as she wrapped her hands around a second mug.  There wasn’t much arguing with that. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A light rainfall began to pass over Riverwood as we set out the next morning.  Razyr and Kord both pranced happily around my feet, reveling in the change of weather.  However, Salence, my dragon familiar, latched firmly under my back and hid beneath my cloak.   
 
    “He’s got the right idea,” Taryn muttered as he gloomily tossed his black hood over his head.   
 
    The rain didn’t really bother me, but I paused as the others pulled out cloaks and cowls to throw over their heads.  With a moment to spare, I pulled up my character sheet to ensure that everything was in order. 
 
      
 
    Name: Zander Darkblade 
 
    Class: Slayer 
 
    Familiar(s):  
 
    Razyr (Valor Sprite) 
 
    Kord (Nature Sprite) 
 
    Salence (Dragon Sprite) 
 
    Lvl: 30 
 
    HP: 460/460 
 
    Mana: 320/320 
 
    Exp: 150/3,000 
 
      
 
    Str: 34 (+3 item bonus) 
 
    Dex: 50 (+3 item bonus, +5 item bonus) 
 
    Int: 32 (+15 Boon, +3 Item Bonus) 
 
    Con: 20 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 13 
 
      
 
    Faction: Ravenflight (member) 
 
      
 
    I’d focused most of my power into my dexterity and strength, bolstering my attributes until I was an offensive powerhouse.  I did add a bit of power into my constitution as well, but my main form of defense was my speed.  Your enemy couldn’t hurt you if they couldn’t hit you. 
 
    I also had the advantage of the boon of Crateus… a substantial and seemingly permanent intelligence boost.  The increase didn’t necessarily make me any smarter, but it gave a huge boost to my mana, mana regeneration, and the ability to perform dark magick. 
 
    Next, I double-checked my array of skills. 
 
      
 
    Elite Skills: 
 
    Shadowshift III 
 
      
 
    Weapon Mastery: 
 
    Blade of the Slayer (passive, bonded weapon: nevermore) 
 
    Forge from Shadow (passive) 
 
    Lunging Strike V 
 
    Illusionary Strike IV 
 
    Double Strike IV 
 
      
 
    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 
 
    Dark Gravity II 
 
    Death’s Embrace 
 
      
 
    Through some research in Karrihdan’s library of knowledge and a bit of experimentation, we were able to gain a better understanding of Aetheria’s skills.  We had discovered that each class offered three separate skill paths from which a player could choose their skills.  Upon leveling up, a player could unlock the knowledge of a skill of their choice, up to a maximum of five skills for each path (and five rank increases thereafter).  After that, the player (or traveler, as we were commonly referred to) could either bolster their current set of skills or seek growth by obtaining a prestige class. Unfortunately, the methods used to unlock a prestige class were unclear, but it was possible to bolster one’s abilities through familiar bonds or acquiring elite skills through special quests. 
 
    I’d also done a bit of delving into the specific skills and traits of the slayer.  When I had first started my journey, I’d seen the skills as merely an array of tools to help further my capabilities in combat, but I was quite wrong.  In fact, the separate paths of the slayer were entwined, each path meant to complement the other and turn the slayer into an unstoppable force of death.   
 
    The weapons mastery path mainly dealt with different weapon skills and manipulation of the slayer’s blade.  These were my most widely used skills, as well as my main source of damage…. A building block for my other skills and abilities.  Then there was the combat expertise path.  These skills were used to bolster my effectiveness in battle as well as hunting down targets. Although most of the skills in this path were passive and offered little in the way of damage, they were necessary in making me a complete and competent warrior.  Lastly, the dark magick path offered several utility spells from the school of shadow. None of the dark magick spells at my disposal were as mighty as a wizard’s greater fireball, but each of them had a specific use that gave me a powerful edge in combat.  During my time thus far in Aetheria, I had found that using the three paths in unison had made me more combat-effective than I could’ve ever imagined. 
 
    Finally, I checked over my inventory to ensure I had everything ready for the journey back. 
 
      
 
    Inventory 
 
      
 
    Chest: Elvish Field Plate (worn) 
 
    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) 
 
      
 
    Weapons: 
 
    Main Hand: Nevermore 
 
    Off Hand: -- 
 
    Ranged: Eagleshot, Throwing Knives 
 
      
 
    Items: 
 
    X3 Torches 
 
    Flint & Steel 
 
    X1 Tide Rod 
 
    X5 Field Rations 
 
    X1 Pristine Dragon Scale 
 
    X2 Silver Wolf Fangs 
 
      
 
    With the group now fully prepared for a rainy journey, we set out.  Once we crossed the river, Hilda, Helena, Brenton and I called forth our windsteeds.  The creatures had proved to be invaluable companions since we stumbled upon them weeks ago.  In fact, they were some of the most reliable mounts in all of Aetheria, with the ability to be summoned merely from words spoken on the wind.  Allegedly, it was due to some Aether-based enchantment that befell the creatures, though I couldn’t really be certain either way. 
 
    Morose led the charge away from the city, riding on a massive black warhorse armored in darksilver plate that wrapped around the mount’s head and neck.  The assassin appeared downright fearsome atop his armored steed, with spikes protruding from his body and horns jutting out of his helm. Still, we followed as he led us north away from town and back towards the capital city of Karrihdan. 
 
    The first day on the road proved to be a slog.  Little was said as we trudged through the rain and the muck, though we managed to take shelter underneath branches of the forest’s massive oaks whenever possible.  By nightfall we had cleared the forest and made it to the Ferndragon foothills, a rather peaceful (and rain-free) spot to rest for the night.   
 
    Morose, being the team player that he was, chose to take his leave while the rest of us set up camp.  It was a bit aggravating, especially when I asked him about the status of ‘the mad’.  Max and the others who’d lost their sanity were being held in a fortress in the far north, awaiting the creation of a spell that could help recover their minds. 
 
    “Nothing to speak of,” was his only reply before disappearing from camp.  That left us to fend for ourselves.  Thankfully, our time in Aetheria had taught us an invaluable lesson…that everything came a bit easier with the help of sprites.   
 
    Salence put his flame breath to use by starting us a campfire while Ivanellios carried Razyr to a nearby stream to gather some fish.  The horned drake had proven to be an excellent swimmer, with the ability to spear fish that were nearly double his size with his horn.  Kord even carried his weight, using his long tongue to snatch up the bothersome insects that seemed to populate the wooded area around us. 
 
    A bit later after our familiars helped us settle in, I took a seat in the wet grass, leaning my back against one of the large stones jutting from the hilltop where we rested.  A few of the others had already retired for the night and I had to admit I was a bit envious.  Since diving into AGO... into this foreign world, I always found it hard to sleep.  
 
    I tipped my head back and gazed into the sky, my eyes fixing on Aetheria’s two glowing moons. Suddenly, a face appeared above, its long white mane dangling towards me as it learned over the edge of the rock, its yellow eyes staring down into my own. 
 
    “Hey there,” the creature said, his tone flat and emotionless, much like his master’s. 
 
    “That little beast sure does love to climb,”   Brenton said as he approached, taking a seat next to me in the grass.  The white-haired creature, his familiar, leapt from the top of the stone and landed comfortably in his lap. 
 
    I gave the familiar a puzzled glance.  “Do lions normally climb… ya know, back on Earth?”  
 
    Brenton raised a hand to his chin.  “You know, that’s an excellent question.  I think I’ll make that the first thing I figure out once we arrive back home.” 
 
    Home... the word lingered in my mind for a moment.  Home seemed like such a foreign idea at this point, like one of those memories that you just couldn’t completely form in your head.  Actually, it was a bit worrisome... 
 
    Brenton placed a hand on my shoulder, distracting me from my thoughts.  “What’s the first thing you’re going to do when you get back?” 
 
    “Get back?”  I asked.  “You mean to our bodies?”  He nodded, so I strained my brain and thought on it for a second.  It was like wading through a fog of distant memories... it was almost painful!  Finally, something clicked in my head, not a memory of something… but someone.   
 
    “I’m gonna confront my dad,” I said quietly. “I’m gonna squeeze him as tight as all hell and tell him that he doesn’t need to drink anymore, that everything’s going to be ok.” 
 
    My words were far more sobering than I’d imagined.  We’d been gone for nearly three months now... our loved ones left to wonder about the state of our minds.  And that’s if our bodies were actually still intact… 
 
    “That’s a really good idea, Zan,” Brenton said earnestly, before wiping the fatigue from his eyes.  Silence lingered in the air for a moment before the runecaster finally began to rise.  “I think I’m gonna head in for the night.  You better get some rest yourself.” 
 
    I nodded, then lay back in the grass and gazed back into the sky. After a few moments of silence, my eyelids finally began to grow heavy... thoughts of home weighing on both my head and my heart.  Eventually I let the darkness take me, granting my body a few hours of much-needed rest. 
 
    It wasn’t long though, before I was awakened by screams in the night. 
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    Wolves in the night 
 
      
 
    I emerged from my slumber and bolted to my feet, nearly catapulting Razyr out of my lap as I sprang up.  That scream... it sounded like Hilda.  What the hell was going on!? 
 
    My eyes went wide as the twang of a bowstring caught my ear.  My reflexes kicked in and I immediately forged nevermore from shadow.  Based on the sound of the bow, I guessed the distance of the shot and swung my obsidian sword out in front of me, deflecting a silver arrow that had come soaring at my face.  Unfortunately, I didn’t see the second arrow following in its shadow, though I certainly felt it as it pierced my shoulder. -24 HP 
 
    “Get to cover, Zander!  They’ve got us sur—” Hilda’s frantic shouting filled the air once more before ending abruptly as another arrow emerged from the darkness, zinging by my head.  I ducked for cover as I peered in the direction of Hilda’s pleas, but the darkness blanketing the area was unnatural ... likely a spell to provide cover to our attackers. 
 
    “Salence!”  I yelled as I scrambled behind the large nearby stone.  “Light it up!”   
 
    My dragon familiar zipped into the sky, disappearing into the blackness for the briefest of seconds. Soon, I heard the creature let out a resounding growl before lighting up the area with a burst of his flame breath. 
 
    Finally, I saw them in the reflection of the dragon’s flames... Three men and a woman dressed in rugged chain mail and armed to the teeth in an assortment of knives, blades and various other martial weapons.  Each of them had a crossbow strapped to their side... but that didn’t make sense.  I’d been shot with an arrow from a longbow, not a crossbow bolt.  That meant there had to be more of... 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    Another arrow slammed into my side, dropping me by 28 HP.  I scrambled away, diving through a patch of brush as I yanked out the arrow, then rolled until I was nearly on the side of the hill, just out of the enemy’s sight. 
 
    Damnit, this was not good… those guys would be on me again in seconds.  They were organized and efficient, and I was trapped on a hillside with nowhere to go.   
 
    No word from Hilda and the others either, other than her muffled cry for help….  What had these bastards done to them? 
 
    I could hear the voice of one of my attackers nearby barking orders as they made their approach… an older woman, calm and assertive… perhaps the leader.  “Bandit, you take point.  Kiernan, take flank and stay alert.  This last one’s a slayer, so be prepared for deception or even a possible counterattack.” The woman’s instructions were so regimented and concise... almost militaristic in nature.  If only I’d gotten a glimpse of their power levels, I would know what I was up against... 
 
    “Zander, look out!”  Razyr yelled as his horned little head appeared in the brush next to me.  I immediately turned to see the blade of an axe coming straight for my face. I rolled as the axe blade smashed into the dirt, grazing my cheek and drawing a thin line of blood.  -3 HP 
 
    “Damn you!” I growled as I sprung to my feet, swinging nevermore back in the man’s direction.  Sparks flew as the assailant parried my blow with his axe, deflecting my obsidian blade to the side as he delivered a firm shoulder to my chest. 
 
    With my assailants in close proximity, I gave them a quick scan. 
 
      
 
    Bandit 
 
    Lvl 30 Mage Hunter 
 
      
 
    Kiernan 
 
    Lvl 28 Ranger 
 
      
 
    A second attacker, the woman, Kiernan, charged in beside the axe wielder, Bandit, a curved iron scimitar in her grasp.  I watched in fear as the pair moved in unison, one attacking high at my chest while the other swung low at my knees.  They hadn’t spoken a single word to each other, and yet their coordination was still flawless!  These weren’t skills acquired in AGO.  No, these were the battle tactics of trained soldiers. 
 
    Luckily, I had seen a few battles on my own. 
 
    The after-image of my body faded as their weapons passed through my fleeting form.  I re-appeared behind the pair, delivering a powerful slash to the woman’s back with my well-timed illusionary strike.  
 
    Immediately, the woman dropped, and I turned to confront Bandit, lashing out with my blade.  Again, the man tried to deflect my blade with his axe, but I forced the attack through, slicing at his neck with a sizzling kinetic strike.  The blow sliced through his armor, leaving a lingering smell of burnt flesh and leather in the air as his body fell to the ground, his health reticle nearly depleted. 
 
    Kiernan leapt back to her feet and turned to re-engage me with her curved blade.  “Kord!  Lash her!”  I yelled.  The amphibious familiar immediately leapt towards the woman, ensnaring her in his long tongue before dragging her to the ground with a bit of force. 
 
    The pull of a bowstring suddenly caught my ear as I attempted to reset my stance.  Without looking, I ducked low just as an arrow zipped over my head, nicking the lip of my hood and revealing my long, silver hair.  Damnit, these guys would not let up!  
 
    I rolled to the left and prayed that I had positioned myself out of the archer’s line of sight.  Then I steadied myself and turned to face the two remaining assailants in front of me.   
 
      
 
    Kaiger 
 
    Lvl 29 Dragoon 
 
    (Profession: weaponsmith) 
 
      
 
    Ansel 
 
    Lvl 25 Brawler 
 
      
 
      
 
    I quickly threw my slayer’s mark on the one on the left… Kaiger, a tall bearded dragoon wielding a long, iron spear.   
 
    “Salence!  Razyr!  To me!” I shouted as I leapt into action.  The two familiars formed into balls of light as I shadowshifted behind the spear-wielder, absorbing them into my chest as I materialized at the man’s flank.  I could feel my body ripple with power from the Aether that now coursed through me, filling every inch of my body with their precious energy.  Bonding with the familiars gave my strength, dexterity and constitution a powerful spike, a boost that I would need if I was going to hold my own against these guys. 
 
    I hoisted my blade, preparing to strike down the burly dragoon… that is, before I caught sight of something in the corner of my eye.  There, moving behind one of the large, jutting rocks was the unseen archer.  She was a fierce-looking woman… tall, muscular, and armed with at least a dozen knives strapped to her body.  Her head was shaved on one side, revealing a rather surprising facial tattoo… the Iron Wolves symbol prominently etched into her skin.  Beside her, a shadowmancer wrapped in dark robes crouched as dark tendrils of energy bled from his fingers.  And beside him… 
 
    My heart sank as I laid eyes on the rest of my companions.  Hilda was there, bound, gagged and perched on her knees, a look of terror in her eyes.  The others, Helena, Brenton and Taryn were entrapped in some sort of soft-glowing cage, an imprisonment infused with Aether and sealed with intricate runic markings.  Likely the attackers had taken each of them down in the dark of night, neutralizing them with shadowy expertise, then sealed their abilities with some sort of rune magick.  Hell, I probably would’ve been right there with them if it wasn’t for Hilda’s warning cry…. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    The dragoon launched his weapon in a reverse-thrust, slamming the butt of his spear into my stomach.  I lurched, clutching my abdomen as I stumbled back a few paces and a sliver of my health reticle dissipated.  I’d only lost focus for a second, a single damned second… but that was all it took for my enemy to gain the advantage. 
 
    The spearman pivoted on his heel before thrusting the spear towards my face.  I winced, unprepared for the sudden strike… but Razyr was more than ready. 
 
    Aether poured from my body, pooling in the air in front of me as it formed a large, translucent shield… the shield of valor.  The dragoon stumbled back as his weapon bounced off the Aether-forged item, a stunned look on his face.  The man at his side… the brawler, Ansel, quickly stepped in though, instantly picking up the assault where his partner left off. 
 
    Duck low, then perform a forward thrust with your blade,  Salence’s reptilian voice echoed in my mind, firm and direct.  The familiar’s personality was worlds apart from my other two familiars.  He was a tactician, a creature built for battle… and likely my strongest familiar of the three. 
 
    I listened to his instructions and stabbed my blade into the brawler’s abdomen, then quickly withdrew it before smashing the pommel of the blade into his face, dropping his health reticle into the red and sending him spiraling into the dirt.   
 
    The dragoon returned, leveling the tip of his weapon at me as he waded in.  He had a grin on his face and a lust for battle in his eyes…he was ready for round 2. 
 
    I obliged and lifted nevermore into the air, leveling the blade with my eyes, sword tip pointed at the man.  Behind, Kiernan began to rise, as well as the brawler with the freshly broken nose.   
 
    Dammit all, this was not good.  I was heavily outnumbered, even if I did have a few levels on each of them.  Still, the Aether pumping through my body was like adrenaline… it fueled my desire to fight, to win! 
 
    I swung my blade in a wide arc, growling in anger as I staved off my three attackers as they prodded me with spear and blade.  My mind couldn’t find a way out of the situation, so I fully intended to let instinct take over. 
 
    “That’s enough,” a woman’s commanding voice called out, bringing a sudden momentary pause to the battle.  It was the woman with that iron wolves tattoo and the defiant look in her eyes… the one holding the bow.  “Stand down, men,” she ordered.  “No need to risk any further injury against one.” The men slowly begin to back off, all the while keeping their weapons firmly pointed at me. 
 
    “I’m going to make this easy for you,” she continued, this time directing her comments at me.  “Drop all of your things, call off your familiars and lie on the ground… and we’ll take you in alive.” As she spoke, a strange translucent creature floated up to rest on her shoulders.  Made of long ever-shifting tendrils, it was a spectral beast with milky-white skin that was barely visible and black hollow orbs for eyes… a wraith familiar. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?”  I asked, unwilling to put my weapons down so easily.  “Other than a group of honor-less bastards that attack people in their sleep?”  It probably wasn’t the best thing to say right then, but the thrill of battle had me struggling to keep my emotions in check.  Regardless, I give her a quick inspection. 
 
      
 
    Name: Ezry 
 
    Lvl 37 Battle Archer 
 
    Familiar: Zyastrix (Full bond) 
 
      
 
    “Honor’s dead in this place, kid.  It’s about survival now, and I’m just following orders… so drop your gear and lie down or she gets it.” Ezry nocked an arrow and pointed it to her left, taking aim directly at Hilda’s unprotected head.  My heart began to beat out of my chest as I watched her pull the bowstring back.   
 
    “No, no, don’t do this!”  I yelled, taking a step towards the vile woman.  I considered shadowshifting over and disarming her, but she’d likely get the shot off before I materialized. 
 
    “Drop it!”  she yelled, her voice firm and visceral.  My mind raced, and my hands shook as I considered my options.  Drop my things and I’m likely dead… fight on and my friends are most certainly dead.  Damnit, what do I do! 
 
    “So be it,” she said, her patience worn as she glanced from me, then back to Hilda.  Then, to my horror, the snap of a bowstring echoed through the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4 
 
      
 
    Massacre 
 
      
 
    “No!” I shrieked as the bowstring snapped, all too familiar with the battle archer’s deadly aim.  Without thinking, I marked Hilda and shadowshifted in front of her entrapped body, ready to absorb the arrow myself... but it never came. 
 
    Instead, a black-fletched arrow soared out of the darkness, piercing the battle archer’s palm and forcing the woman to drop her bow.  
 
    “What the hell?” she growled as her battle-hardened gaze scanned the horizon.  Suddenly, another arrow flew out of the darkness, this time piercing the eye of the shadowmancer at her side. 
 
    Instantly, the shadowy mage’s health bar evaporated as his body crashed to the ground in a lifeless heap... it looked like backup had arrived. 
 
    The unnatural darkness surrounding the area faded with the shadowmancer’s demise, revealing the demonic-looking assassin, Morose, approaching from the west.  In his hands was an ornate longbow, an arrow nocked and ready to fire... in his eyes a look of death.  Dammit all, was that man ever fearsome! 
 
    The three remaining assailants turned and charged the assassin, weapons raised and ready to strike.  This left just Ezry and I standing face-to-face. 
 
    Our eyes met for the briefest of seconds as our hands reached for our weapons.  Shadows swirled in my palm as I called nevermore to my grasp.  Likewise, her good hand reached to her belt, clasping the hilt of a dangling iron scimitar.... so, it was a showdown, then. 
 
    “You can’t win this fight, boy,”  Ezry spat, her weapon at the ready.  “I’ve fought monsters far worse than this place has to offer.  I’ve killed hundreds in Kuwait, Afghanistan… some of the things I did during the Third World War were unthinkable!” 
 
    Suddenly, Ezry lunged forward, yanking her scimitar out of its scabbard and. swinging it at my head.  I quickly brought nevermore up to parry, halting the woman’s blade just inches from my face, then recoiled with a stab of my own.   
 
    The obsidian blade cut through the air, slicing the area where the woman’s chest should’ve been...  but instead, I stumbled forward, awkwardly thrusting my blade through Ezry’s now-incorporeal form. 
 
    What the hell kind of skill was that? 
 
    The woman quickly capitalized, slashing the blade across my back and draining me of a chunk of my HP.  I pivoted and turned to face the battle archer, swinging nevermore in a quick series of angular strikes.  Surprisingly, Ezry held her own, avoiding my blade’s edge with a sequence of dodges and parries. 
 
    I eyed the woman carefully as we circled one another, blades drawn.  She was breathing heavily, clearly strained from trying to keep up with my superior dexterity. 
 
    That’s it, I told myself.  Engage her with a speed-based attack until her defenses wilt. 
 
    Without warning, I bent my knees and launched myself into a double strike, prepared to overwhelm the battle archer into submission... unfortunately, Ezry had a plan of her own.  Her ghostly familiar launched itself from her body before wrapping its translucent tendrils around my exposed head. Pain and confusion immediately coursed through my mind as the creature activated its ability, mind wrack. 
 
    I fell to my knees, grabbing at the incorporeal creature as it assaulted me with psionic force.  I knew Ezry was approaching with her blade, knew I had to defend myself.... but that damned creature had me mentally crippled! I was defenseless! 
 
    Ezry rose her scimitar above my head, preparing to strike me down with a crippling blow.  I winced, catching a glimpse of her blade through the ghostly pains swirling in my head... then suddenly she paused. 
 
    Another pair of black-fletched arrows howled through the air, piercing the woman’s wrist in two locations, nearly removing her hand entirely and dropping her to the ground.  The pain in my head immediately subsided as the ghost familiar halted its attack and retreated back to Ezry’s writhing form.  Slowly, I rose to my feet and turned to lay eyes on the horrifying gaze behind me. 
 
    Approaching was the armored assassin Morose, his jet-black armor now stained crimson with fresh blood.  At his side he hung his bastard sword, pieces of flesh still stuck to its serrated edge... and on the ground lay the ravaged bodies of the three other iron wolves, each of them clearly decimated by his blade. 
 
    My face twisted into confusion...  How had he done this?  Certainly, he had a level advantage, but to utterly destroy four coordinated attackers...   I almost wished I hadn’t engaged with Ezry, if only to see the assassin in action. 
 
    The downed battle archer let out a gasp of terror as Morose approached.  He looked truly terrifying in that horned armor of his, and even more so with it drenched in blood.  As he passed by en route to his target, I managed to catch a glimpse through the slit in the mask… it almost seemed like his eyes were glowing the faintest of red. Perhaps a skill that I hadn’t yet seen. 
 
    “S-stop!”  Ezry gasped as she raised her good hand defensively.  Her hardened exterior had quickly crumbled after seeing the coming assassin. 
 
    Morose didn’t say a word.  Instead, he responded by pressing a boot firmly into the woman’s stomach, forcing the air out of her thin frame.  Her eyes went wide as he nocked his bow and drew back another arrow, taking aim at point-blank range... 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    Morose released the bowstring, sending the arrow directly into the woman’s eye and draining her remaining hit points.  I winced at the grisly sight... my mind had grown accustomed to the violent world of AGO, but something about the way Morose executed the woman in cold blood... it was unnerving. 
 
    I watched as the ghost familiar fled from the woman’s body before trailing off into the darkened sky.  The sprite almost seemed fearful of the assassin as it faded from view, as if it wanted no business in being around the deadly man… and damnit, it had every right to be. 
 
    Experience points began to shower me for my participation in the wanton slaughter of the wolves… 
 
      
 
    +1,000 exp. 
 
      
 
    Regaining my composure, I scrambled over to the others and began cutting away Hilda’s restraints.  Then I raised my blade and stabbed it into the Aether cage’s sealing rune, unlocking the glowing prison.  Helena immediately hopped to her feet and began a tirade of cursing, though the other three seemed rather thankful for the help. 
 
    “What the hell happened?”  I asked as soon as Hilda regained her bearings.  I still wasn’t quite sure how they managed to neutralize the others so quickly. 
 
    “They ambushed us,” Brenton interjected, readjusting his spectacles on his face.  “And apparently one of those men had taken the profession of Mage Hunter... one with more than a few silencing skills.” 
 
    Mage Hunter was an acquired combat profession that specialized in disabling and hunting down spellcasters.  The man they referred to, one of the now dead iron wolves, was apparently a special build of Mage Hunter that relied heavily on disabling the skills and spells of his opponent, effectively nullifying them in combat.   
 
    “That bastard sealed off my damned mana,” Helena growled as she shed her restraints.  “I couldn’t even call Doomswell out!”  As she spoke, the gargoyle exited her body as a red ball of light before forming atop her shoulder, a scowl stretched across his stony face. 
 
    “Damned iron wolves,” Morose growled as he stepped away from Ezry’s lifeless body, grabbing my attention.  “This is the second group of them I’ve encountered since I came for you… this was one of their alpha kill squads.” 
 
    “Why would they be after us?”  Hilda asked as she straightened a few of Ivan’s feathers.  
 
    “Ever since the ravens took down Highlord Vazryn and became the top guild in Aetheria, the wolves have been gunning for us non-stop.  They must see this as an opportunity to take us down and seize power...  You’re lucky they didn’t go straight for the kill.  They probably thought they could use you as leverage.” 
 
    I stood tall and crossed my arms at my sides as my familiars took form around me, resolving to not be caught off guard again.  “Let them try.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After recovering from our scuffle with the wolves, Brenton and I gave their bodies a quick look over.  Looting fallen enemies was a pretty common occurrence in VRMMO games, but the possibility that these were real people in a very real world had my stomach turning.  Brenton, on the other hand, took a more objective approach to the task, seeing it as a mere necessity to survive the harsh lands of Aetheria. 
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” he said as he opened a leather pouch strapped to one of the fallen warriors’ belts.  From the looks of it, it was the fallen Mage Hunter.  A notification appeared above his head. 
 
      
 
    X3 Spell Grenade obtained  
 
    X1 Expandable Aether Cage obtained 
 
      
 
    “These are magnificent,” Brenton continued as he studied the grenades.  “They look to have been crafted somehow... like homemade explosives.” 
 
    “Ex-military,” I uttered, thinking back to my fight with the group. 
 
    Brenton gazed up from the warrior’s body.  “What was that, Zan?” 
 
    “The coordination in their attacks, the way they took orders, and now the homemade explosives... these guys must’ve been in the military before they got trapped in AGO.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Brenton replied, adjusting the spectacles on his face.  “A group like that would likely have been drawn to the Iron Wolves, after all.” 
 
    I nodded, then began to take a look over Ezry’s form.  I couldn’t help but wonder as my eyes drifted over her body... had she just been another player looking for a way home, another fallen soldier just following orders? 
 
    As I was about to walk away, my eyes paused on a pair of loose-fitting gloves resting on her hands.  Maroon in color, the gloves had a glimmer to them as well as a bow insignia etched with two arrows crossed beneath. 
 
      
 
    Quick Draw Gloves obtained  
 
      
 
    Placing them on my hands gave me a small boost to my dexterity, a stat boost that I happily welcomed.  By and far, speed had become my deadliest weapon. 
 
    As we began to depart the rocky hillside, my gaze lingered on the fallen wolves.  Things could’ve gone quite different for us if those wolves had intent to kill instead of capture.... Now they lay dead. 
 
    A shiver crept down my spine as my gaze shifted to their killer, a man who’d given me an uneasy feeling as of late... Something was off about the man that I couldn’t really put my finger on.  Still, he’d saved our lives on multiple occasions now, so that had to count for something.   
 
    I placed a hand on my chin as I observed the man walk away… the puzzle that was the assassin in black, Morose. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Hilda said, giving my arm a tug as she tried to lead me away from the pile of corpses.  I turned to give them a final look…and like that, she was gone.  The body of Ezry, a body that once lay just feet from me had taken an ethereal appearance before suddenly disappearing into the night.  I thought about bringing it to Morose’s attention, but the man had already trudged off in his brooding nature… so I kept it to myself.  I considered the ghostly familiar that the woman had bonded with.  Perhaps it had something to do with the creature… or perhaps not.  A final shiver crept down my spine as I let the situation rest and exited the bloody hillside.  I needed to do that if I planned on retaining my sanity. 
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    A Fisherman’s Dream 
 
      
 
    Our next day of travel was a rather somber one, especially with knowledge that the iron wolves were trying to make a move on Ravenflight.  What the hell would they have done if they managed to bring us in? Torture us for guild secrets?  Barter for land?   
 
    I suppose I thought slaying Vazryn would bring with it some sort of recognition... not put a damned target on my head.  At least with Morose at our side, the odds of getting ambushed would drop significantly. 
 
    A bit later in the afternoon, the group settled down to eat in a small clearing adjacent to a wide, murky pond.  The area was mostly devoid of trees and other obstructions, making it easily defensible.  If any lurking wolves wanted to make a move on us, then they’d be meeting a hail of arrows before they managed to get close. 
 
    “Trail rations again...” Helena muttered in a defeated tone as she tore open her pack.  “Why in the hell didn’t we pack some food before we left Riverwood?” 
 
    “We did,” Brenton replied, taking a seat in the grass.  “But you ate it all on our first night out.” 
 
    Helena and her familiar Doomswell simultaneously shot the man a glaring look.  “Girl’s gotta eat.” 
 
    I took a knee in the spiky grass and pulled out some rations of my own.  I never considered myself a picky person... Hell, after my mom died, my father and I had lived on ramen for weeks.  Still, after two and a half months of traversing Aetheria, I was damn near sick of trail rations. 
 
    “Zan, over here!”  Hilda called, standing near the edge of the murky pond.  In her hands was a peculiar item, an item that we’d earned during our early days in AGO. 
 
    With a grin, I reached into my pack and grabbed a small, metal shaft.  With a squeeze, the shaft fully extended, taking the form of my forgotten tide rod. 
 
    “You earned that the day we bonded, Zander,” Razyr said, a reptilian grin stretched across his scaly face.  
 
    “Sure did,” I replied.  “Guess it’s time to put this thing to good use.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Moments later, Hilda and I stood perched at the edge of the pond, a blue, metal tide rod in each of our hands.  Neither of us knew much of fishing, not in this life or our last one, but damnit, if there was any possibility that we’d be eating fish tonight, then I’d learn. 
 
    Awkwardly, Hilda leaned back and cast her line into the air, sending her lure into the center of the pound with a resounding plop.  Ivan squawked as he watched from above, clearly displeased with her form. 
 
    “You mustn’t bend at the knees, lady guardian, if you wish to perform a proper cast!”  the familiar scolded. 
 
    I stepped up next to Hilda and performed a pitiful cast of my own, drawing a croak of disapproval from Kord.  I turned and gave the nature sprite a glare, who quickly rebounded with a look of amphibious indifference.  Damned familiars... 
 
    Several moments passed and the pond remained completely still, save for a minor ripple caused by the light breeze in the air.   I found my eyes wandering in every direction but the water, searching for something to entertain my mind.  How could people have done this for entire days on end? It just didn’t seem fathomable. 
 
    Suddenly, the water began to churn as something moved beneath the pond’s surface, eliciting a feeling of excitement.  I gripped the tide rod with sweaty palms, ready to yank at the first nibble. 
 
    “C’mon,” I said, eyes now intensely focused on the water.  
 
    “Here we go!”  Hilda said as the waves grew more intense. 
 
    Suddenly, water sprayed into the air as something surfaced!  My eyes locked onto the bulbous creature that emerged from the murky depths, a scaly-finned behemoth that flopped about uncontrollably as it skated across the top of the water. 
 
    I lowered my rod and took a closer look at the fish skimming the water in my direction... it was then that I noticed it.  On the underside of the aquatic creature swam Razyr, his reptilian jaws clenched onto the fish’s underbelly. 
 
    With a sigh, I watched as the drake familiar swam to the pond’s edge and yanked the fish out of the water before plopping it at my feet, a toothy grin stretched across his draconian face. 
 
    “For you, Zander,” he said, his childish voice full of unbridled glee. 
 
    I hid my disappointment as I cast my tide rod aside and leaned down to give the familiar a soft scratch under the chin.  My eyes scanned over the massive fish lying at my feet... it was large enough to feed our entire party.   
 
    Slowly, a smile began to creep over my face.  My dreams of becoming a great Aetherian fisherman had been dashed, but damnit, we would be eating well tonight! 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A bit later, we gathered in the clearing as we prepared to feast on Razyr’s catch, a particular meaty bantafish common to some of Aetheria’s marshy areas.  Using one of Taryn’s blades as a makeshift barbecue spit, I slowly rotated the fish over one of Salence’s flames. 
 
    Razyr beamed as me and the others began to salivate from the smells of the roasting bantafish, an aroma that heavily outweighed the pungent smell of the pond.  I gave the drake a thankful nod, causing the familiar to bare his teeth in unbridled joy... that damned familiar liked attention more than a child. 
 
    A few moments later, Brenton borrowed a second knife from Taryn and began cutting the bantafish into portions.  Normally, Taryn was quite protective of his blades and would’ve given us a hard time about using them for something as miniscule as cooking, but now he seemed almost comatose, handing over his finely crafted daggers with this glazed-over look in his eyes.  Something wasn’t quite right with him… 
 
    As expected, Morose took his share and walked off, choosing to eat in solitude rather than mingle with the rest of the group.  I was certain he viewed this little excursion back to Ravenhold as some sort of babysitting task... smug bastard. 
 
    I quickly disregarded the feeling as I took a seat in the grass and began to commune with the rest of the party.  Discovering the others, having them around these past few months... it had been one of this world’s greatest treasures.  From Hilda’s reassuring smile to Brenton’s quizzical glances to Razyr’s strange out-of-the-blue questions, this ragtag bunch had quickly grown from mere party members to something more... they’d grown to become family.   
 
    Soon Aetheria’s sun took its dip, making way for the realm’s pair of moons.  I lay back in the grass, staring up at the two glowing orbs as Hilda rested her head on my chest.  To my left, Brenton and Helena continued a heated discussion from earlier, one in which Brenton argued that demonic summoning glyphs were rooted in the school of rune magick. 
 
    “Take for instance, the lesser demon glyph,” Brenton droned on.  “The insignias used to create such a glyph closely match up to some of runecasting’s most basic runes.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to explain this to you,” Helena shot back.  “Demonology is based on magick drawn from the infernal realm!” 
 
    Hilda let out a giggle as the two continued to argue.  “They sound like an old married couple,” she said, placing a hand on my shoulder and running down the length of my torso. 
 
    I gave her a funny look.  “I’m not sure what kind of old married couples you’re used to hanging around with, but the ones I’ve met never argued about summoning demons.” 
 
    “Well, I guess that means either you’re rather boring or I’m just a bit crazy,” she replied coyly. 
 
    “I am not boring,” I replied as a huge grin formed on my face. 
 
    Carefully, I ran my fingers through Hilda’s silky blonde hair as her head slightly elevated with each of my passing breaths.  She remained quiet for the next few moments, and I almost thought she had fallen asleep, but I soon realized that her eyes were transfixed on something.... 
 
    Stopped in the grass a ways away from the others was Taryn, that glazed look still resting upon his face.  It wasn’t uncommon for the man to be by his lonesome... in fact, it was the usual.  Still, something about his demeanor was off, something unnatural. 
 
    I focused on the rogue. 
 
      
 
    Taryn 
 
    Lvl 27 Rogue  
 
    (Afflicted ???) 
 
      
 
    His health reticle was a sickly yellow instead of the usual green, and he still had that mysterious affliction he’d gotten back at the temple.  He was clearly not getting any better. 
 
    “We need to get Taryn to one of the guild’s clerics as soon as we arrive,” Hilda said, as if she was reading my thoughts.  “I’ve been watching him the past couple of days... he won’t admit it, but he’s not well.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement.  “We’ll be back in Ravenhold tomorrow, and I’ll make sure we get him help first thing.  I’m not going to let something happen to one of ours when we’re this close to going home.” 
 
    With that, Hilda adjusted her posture in order to wrap her arms around me more tightly, a feeling I’d grown to love. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    We departed at first light of the following morning, making our way east towards the massive city that seemed to loom just beyond the horizon.  By afternoon the city was in sight, a sprawling cityscape that served as a central hub for players all around Aetheria.  I remembered fondly the wonderment I felt upon entering the city for the first time... and the horror brought about by the now-deceased Lord Vazryn. 
 
    We trailed Morose, making our way around the outskirts of the city until we reached the ruins scattered about Karrihdan’s south side.  Among the ruins stood a fortress of stone, seemingly unguarded save for the unseen archers hidden among the stone.  The structure seemed rather unremarkable, but inside lied the Highraven and our key to getting home. 
 
    We had reached Ravenhold. 
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    Ravenhold 
 
      
 
    Year of Rebirth 0077 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, sir,” a violet-cloaked raven said as Morose led us into the dimly lit halls of Ravenhold. The assassin merely nodded in response, drawing a stiff salute from the guard as we passed.   
 
    We traveled down the hall like a grand procession, with Morose taking the lead while Brenton helped the now-sickly Taryn take up the rear.  His condition was worsening... whatever affliction was affecting him would need to be remedied quickly before it consumed him, body and soul. 
 
    “We need to get Taryn to the guild clerics,” I said, rushing to take Morose’s side.  
 
    The assassin didn’t so much as bother to look at me before responding. “The boy is not a member of Ravenflight, and therefore is not entitled to services offered by the guild.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks, stunned by the man’s cold-hearted answer.  “Damnit, that man had my back on my trip to Airrigar!  He helped us take down Vazryn!”  
 
    Morose paused just long enough to give me a bone-chilling stare.  The others were looking now, awaiting the man’s response. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, giving Taryn a quick glance.  “I’ll have him taken below to the apothecary... but any service provided to him will be coming out of your pocket, not the guild coffers.”  My eyes stayed locked on the assassin as he signaled for a nearby guard to retrieve Taryn.  Slowly, the raven guard approached, taking the afflicted rogue under the arm before guiding him down one of the guild’s western halls. 
 
    “I’m going with him!”  Brenton announced before scrambling down the hall behind the pair.  
 
    Morose gave them a sidelong glance before shaking his head. 
 
    I cut my eyes at him as he began to walk away.  Bastard… only concerned with what was best for the guild.  Perhaps it was good that we would finally be parting ways. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, we found ourselves in the central chamber of Ravenhold, a place that found itself much busier than in the first days of AGO.  Ravenflight had been busy bolstering the guild with new recruits as of late... likely it was to build a defense against the encroaching iron wolves, though I suspected it was more to solidify our place as the strongest guild in Aetheria.  Why else would Morose and the other officers carry themselves with such an air of superiority? 
 
    “The Highraven and I have a few matters to discuss...” Morose said in his usual dark tone.  “I’ll send for you afterwards.  Don’t make yourself difficult to find.” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” I said, replying with a sharp tone of my own.  The assassin nodded, then immediately set off towards Wesley’s chambers. 
 
    “I can’t believe you two are members of this dump,” Helena said, her gaze shifting across the stone walls of the main chamber. “I mean, really... this place is run by a bunch of assholes.” 
 
    Her gargoyle, Doomswell, began to cackle on her shoulder while Ivan took to the air, his beaked face twisted in disgust. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Hilda responded, carefully considering her next words.  “Perhaps they are a bit gruff, but consider the help they’ve provided to Zander and I.  Wesley helped guide us to Lord Vazryn, he gave us the tools we needed to defeat him...  Even Morose helped lead the attack on the Highlord’s keep.” 
 
    “Yeah?”  Helena responded, crossing her arms over her chest.  “And what has come of that?  You’re still stuck here in AGO.” 
 
    “Maybe not for much longer,” I chimed in, effectively ending the argument.   
 
    Helena rolled her eyes before taking her leave, heading over to the guild’s mage quarters to pick up some components for her spells.  That left just Hilda and I... well, and our small group of familiars. 
 
    “This place... it is veiled in shadow, Zander...” Salence said in his raspy draconic voice as he swooped down to take a perch on my shoulder opposite Razyr.  “Perhaps some dragon fire would do well to brighten its dark corners.” 
 
    “Salence is right, Zander,” Razyr added.  “Something in this place feels unnatural.” 
 
    “Then keep your eyes peeled, guys,” I responded.  “If all goes well, then we’ll be going home very soon...” My voice trailed off as I made a sudden realization.  Going home... that meant leaving behind Razyr and Salence and Kord, creatures that had bonded with my body, with my very soul!  These familiars of mine had selflessly lent me their strength and kinship.... could I so easily just leave them behind? 
 
    “Hey Zan, check this out!” Hilda yelled, pulling me out of my thoughts.  Her attention had averted to a stone alcove to the right of the guild’s main chamber.  Inside stood a burly dwarf with a curly jet-black beard, his hairy upper body covered in nothing more than a thick leather strap around his waist.  Tied to the strap were a number of iron tools used for smithing, most notably an array of ornate hammers in varying sizes, and in front of the man sat a large anvil carved of blackened stone.  It didn’t have the luster of obsidian that nevermore possessed, but rather carried a worn look to it, as though it had been seeing use for decades. 
 
    “Welcome lads, to Avery’s alley,” the dwarf proclaimed.  “I be Avery Blackanvil, the best damned blacksmith in Ravenflight.” His voice echoed through the alcove with a stout, dwarvish charm.  “Do ye be needing your swords sharpened, or perhaps a dent removed from your suit of armor?”  He gave me a quick wink as he glanced over my battle-worn field plate. 
 
    Suddenly, Hilda’s eyes lit up as she scrambled to retrieve something from her inventory.  In seconds, she produced a shimmering crimson scale in her grasp.... the pristine dragon scale each of us had earned during the raid of Ashmurgar. 
 
    “What can you do with this?” she asked, unable to hide a growing excitement in her voice. 
 
    The dwarf’s eyes went wide as he took hold of the scale.  “Let me have a look now,” he said as he retrieved a thin spyglass from his belt.  The dwarf inspected the scale for several seconds, manipulating it in his thick fingers before finally handing it back to the guardian. 
 
    “That there scale is from the tail of a mighty red.  I could make a fine blade out of this...” 
 
    Hilda’s beamed with excitement as the dwarf praised the quality of the dragon scale.  Without hesitating, I produced a scale of my own and handed it to Avery. 
 
    “Ah, this one appears to be from the dragon’s back... the most defensible spot on the fiery beast.  I could make a fine shield with this.” 
 
    I frowned.  “I’m not much of a shield user...” My gaze lingered towards Hilda.  “Perhaps we could trade?”  
 
    The woman shot me a quick glare.  “Maybe I wanted the blade, Zan.” 
 
    “Well, uh, you see...” I tried to force out a response.  Noticing my distress, she shot me a disarming smile, easing her feigned tension.  “The scales are bound to us, Zan.  I don’t think we can trade them.” 
 
    “The lady is right,” Avery said, chiming in with his dwarvish charm.  “Dragons are a mythic breed of beast. When slain, they shed scales that become bound to the soul of the warrior who slayed them... along with a few other magickal properties.  Trying to trade it off to someone else will leave the scale dull and brittle.” 
 
    “I guess a shield it is,” I said with reluctance, though I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with the damned thing. 
 
    Avery gave me a quick glance, then turned to give the dragon scale another thoughtful look.  “No, a shield won’t do yourself a bit of good.  Perhaps....” 
 
    Suddenly, the smith leapt into action, carefully placing the pristine scale on the flat surface of his anvil.  The top of the anvil began to glow a soft blue as runic markings illuminated in the blackened stone.  The aura filled the room, spreading the light like a warmth that touched anyone and anything in its vicinity.  It was the same feeling that I got when Aether coursed through my veins…  it looked like Avery was more than just your average blacksmith.  No, this skilled dwarf was a craftsman of high regard, a being who’d elevated his craft to the highest level.  He was an Aether-Smith. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Avery retrieved a fine hammer from his belt and smacked it against the scale, causing a small wave of energy to ripple from the anvil beneath.  Again, and again, he slammed the hammer down, each strike infusing more Aether into the crimson shard. 
 
    My eyes went wide as the scale began to morph under the weight of his blows, stretching and elongating to take the form of something new.  It was fascinating to watch the dwarf work his craft, fueled by magickk rather than the intense heat that blacksmithing required...  Such was the transformative power of Aether. 
 
    With a final resounding thud, Avery set aside his hammer and lifted the finished product, a satisfied grin spread across his bearded face.  “This should suit you well, lad,” he said as he handed over the newly crafted item. 
 
      
 
    Ashbringer’s Vambrace 
 
      
 
    Crafted from the scale of the red wyrm Ashmurgar and imbued with Aether, this armguard is strong enough to deflect blows from even the strongest of attacks.  It also provides the wearer increased resistance to fire-based attacks. 
 
      
 
    I looked on with awe as Avery reached forward and fitted the crimson vambrace to my arm.  It was hard like steel, yet flexible enough to leave my arm movements free of restriction.  The texture of the item made it appear like my arm itself was covered in the scales of a red dragon… now this was better than a shield. 
 
    “You know, you’re wearing a piece of my cousin on your arm,” Salence growled as he adjusted his perch on my shoulder. 
 
    The color drained from my face as I turned my head to regard the dragon familiar.  “But, but... I thought you were manifested from Aether?”   
 
    The dragon responded by giving me a mischievous grin.  Dammit all, the little beast must’ve been hanging around Razyr too much! 
 
    Next, the Aether-Smith placed Hilda’s dragon scale on the runic anvil and again began smashing away with his hammer.  Slowly but surely, the scale began to elongate and take form.    “Oh, this is going to be something special!” he proclaimed as his hammer strikes became more frequent, more furious.  The item that was forming began to glow more intensely, filling the alcove with blue light.  Hilda and I inched closer, watching with eager anticipation… and then it was over. 
 
    Avery set aside his hammer and retrieved the newly forged item, a magnificent curved crimson blade with a jet-black hilt. 
 
      
 
    Dragon Dance  
 
      
 
    A masterwork blade crafted from the tail of the young red, Ashmurgar.  This weapon is imbued with the element of fire. 
 
      
 
    Hilda’s eyes seemed to sparkle as she set her sights on the blade, a weapon finer than any she held before.  She grasped the hilt in her soft, pale hand and hoisted the weapon into the air before giving the blade a quick slash.  Flames trailed her movement as she cut through the air, causing Ivan to let out an alarming squawk.   
 
    “Beautiful…”  Avery muttered as he watched Hilda manipulate dragon dance in her grasp.  “Ya know, there’s a prestigious group of guardians that wield blades similar to your own.  They fight without heavy armor, rather using their speed and skill with the blade to defend their comrades and overwhelm their foes.  In fact, one of the legendary azure wardens used to be one….They call them the blade guardians.” 
 
    “That may be something I need to look into… that is, if I’m here for much longer.”  Hilda rested the blade on her shoulder, its deep crimson edge accentuated next to her locks of long, blonde hair. 
 
    “Finally, one of you has acquired a decent weapon,” a guttural voice uttered from the alcove’s entrance.  Both Hilda and I turned to face Morose, who’d seemingly returned undetected. 
 
    “Done with your discussions?”  I asked sarcastically, raising an eyebrow to the cold assassin.   
 
    Morose gave a rigid nod.  “I am,” he replied.  “And now it’s your turn... the Highraven will now see you.” 
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    A Raven’s Insight 
 
      
 
    Tension began to mount as Hilda and I followed Morose down the stone corridor leading to Wesley’s chambers.  My heart raced at the thought of going home and seeing my father again, of finally meeting Hilda in the real world and starting something real and pure.   
 
    “Should we grab the others?”  Hilda said softly into my ear, a look of concern etched into that beautiful face of hers. 
 
    “Let’s just see what Wesley has to say,” I replied with all the reassurance I could muster.  “If he says it’s time to go home, then we’re not heading back without the others.” 
 
    Hilda reached out and gave my hand a solid squeeze before mouthing the words “I love you.”  Three words that made everything just a little bit easier.  I smiled back and reciprocated with a few words of my own. 
 
    Up ahead, Morose paused at the doorway leading to the Highraven’s chambers, then made an abrupt turn down an adjacent hallway that I hadn’t yet traversed.  “This way,” the assassin spat, not bothering to look behind to see if we were still following.  “The Highraven awaits below.” 
 
    We walked in silence down to the end of the stone hall before making our way down a narrow staircase.  I was a bit surprised… I had thought we were on the ground level of the Ravenhold outpost, but apparently this place had more levels hidden beneath the surface.  What other secrets did this fortress hold? 
 
    At the bottom of the winding staircase sat a pair of large, iron doors sealed with an insignia that I hadn’t recalled seeing before.  Morose walked towards the door with purpose, removing a glove and placing his slender hand onto the symbol.  Lines of red light spread through the iron doors like a network of veins, filling the area with a soft, red light until finally the doors swung open. 
 
    And there he was. 
 
    Standing in the center of a wide stone chamber was Wesley, his back turned to us as he stood with rigid posture, arms perfectly crossed behind his back.  The man now known as the Highraven wore a long, violet cloak that rested over robes blacker than midnight, his hair sitting in tight, black curls atop his head.  The Highraven emanated a feeling of regality that seemed to envelop the entire chamber, even if he didn’t so much as bother to turn to regard us…  Surely, he had heard the large iron doors swing open. 
 
    Slowly, Hilda, Morose and I made our way into the room.  The ceiling of the chamber was noticeably high, and the walls were lined with raven-shaped sconces, each holding a flickering red flame. 
 
    As we drew closer to the Highraven, the sound of running water reached my ears, accompanied by a slight rumble in the stone floor.  Was a source of running water located beneath Ravenhold?  That would make sense, given the outpost’s complex plumbing system…  Curious, Kord leapt out of my pack and let out a loud croak... apparently, he could hear it too. 
 
    “Welcome back, Zander Darkblade, Slayer of Kings.”  Wesley’s voice was calm and composed, yet it had this edge to it that I hadn’t heard before.  A silence lingered in the air following his greeting before finally, he turned and acknowledged our arrival with a curt nod. 
 
    “Wesley,” I replied, giving the man a short bow of my own.  Morose grimaced at my apparent lack of respect, but I ignored him.  I’d freed Wesley from the Aether prison after all, and he didn’t so much as bother to mention anything about being the damned Highraven then. 
 
    “It appears that you have been doing well.  Your strength echoes in each passing step.... why, I’d say that your power will soon pass Morose’s.”  The assassin let out a grunt but remained vigilant in the presence of the Highraven. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said, taking the opportunity to give the assassin’s ego a quick jab.  “But I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that if we’re heading home.” 
 
    Wesley gave me a quiet nod, then took a calculated step in my direction.  “Ah, home.  That is why you came running back to me, isn’t it?  You’d received word that perhaps I’d finally found a way to send you home?” 
 
    A nervous feeling began to swell in the pit of my stomach.  “Well, yes,” I replied, meeting his eyes with an unwavering gaze.  “That’s why I risked my life to go after Vazryn in the first place.” 
 
    “And you did so well,” Wesley lamented.  “Better than I ever expected...” He paused, momentarily pondering his next words.  “Tell me, Zander, how is your life here in Aetheria?” 
 
    I frowned but decided to entertain the man’s question.  “It’s... it’s been challenging,” I replied.  “I’ve seen people die at my side.  I’ve even seen some die by my own hands.  I’ve seen creatures more terrible than anything my imagination could think up...” 
 
    “And?”  Wesley prodded, sensing that I had more to say. 
 
    “And I’ve seen some truly wondrous things, I’ve met some amazing people, and I’ve felt more power in these hands than I ever thought I could wield.” The words came out faster than my brain could process, as if they were lying dormant, seeking their opportunity to escape my lips.  Perhaps my time in Aetheria hadn’t been as terrible as I thought… 
 
    Wesley placed a hand on his chin.  “So, you’ve been able to overcome all the danger, all the challenges placed in front of you, and found this world to be remarkable...  And yet, you still wish to return home?  To Earth?” 
 
    “I do,” I replied with feigned confidence.  “Aetheria is amazing... but there are things in my old life that I need to face.  There are people who need me...”  If Wesley was trying to make me reconsider the choices I had before me, it was working… 
 
    Wesley nodded as he began to pace about the chamber, arms still crossed behind his back.  “And what if there is no returning home, Darkblade?  What if this life that you now live is your only life?  What then?” 
 
    “What?”  Hilda gasped in a hushed tone, her fists clenched at her sides. 
 
    “Wait... what do you mean?” I stammered.  “We’ve done everything you’ve asked. We helped escort a damned corpse back to Ravenhold for you.” 
 
    “And I have done what I could,” Wesley snapped back.  “I examined every avenue possible to return your soul to the body it once inhabited... but it’s just been too long.  The connection is gone.  Your soul now permanently rests here on Aetheria, in a body that far surpasses your old one...  This is your life now...”  Wesley’s words rang with such finality that I couldn’t help but shudder.  All of this anticipation, all of this waiting... and for nothing? 
 
    “I... I visited my old body once before…” My voice began to crack.  “I, I saw my father.  It h-has to be possible.” 
 
    Wesley shook his head.  “Likely a trick of the mind.  Think about it, Darkblade.  You saw what happened to some of the others, the madness that overcame them. You remember the state that your friend Max was in…  You should consider yourself lucky that you weren’t consumed by it yourself...  Perhaps it’s a testament, I suppose, to the resilience of your mind.” 
 
    Tears began to form in Hilda’s eyes as she collapsed to her knees.  “I had so much left to do, so many people that loved me, so much left unsaid...” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my dear,” Wesley assured her as he uncrossed his arms and placed a slender hand on her cheek.  “As your time in Aetheria lengthens, those memories will fade.  Those remaining strings attaching your soul to that old life of yours will fray, until one day you’ll wake up and this will be all that you know.  It’s better this way, really.” 
 
    Hilda remained silent, gazing at the floor with this intense yet absent-minded look in her eyes.  It was like she was observing everything and nothing at the same time, as if she’d transfixed her eyes on a gateway to oblivion. 
 
    “This... can’t be,” I stammered, blurred visions of my father swirling about in my head.  Dammit all, remembering what he looked like was already becoming a struggle. 
 
    “It is your reality now,” Wesley replied before crossing his arms once more.  “I understand how troubling this all must be to you, Darkblade... I truly do. But you mustn’t let your life on this realm suffer... the roads have grown dangerous, and things must be done if the guild is to remain a dominant force here on the realm.” 
 
    “The... guild?” I responded incredulously.  This man had just broken the news that my old life was all but lost and he wanted to discuss matters concerning the guild? 
 
    “Yes,” Wesley replied coldly.  “The iron wolves have already begun making moves against us... coordinated strikes on high-ranking officers, mostly.  The drakengard is also amassing a sizable force.  They haven’t made any declarations yet, but I can only assume that they aren’t happy that we’ve taken the top spot.  And then there’s the tidecallers... merely a wild card at this point, but one to watch out for.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to need a little time to process this...” I responded, catching a glimpse of Hilda, who still appeared lost in thought.  “I mean, you can’t just expect me to—” 
 
    “Inaction will only cause you to fall behind in this world!”  Wesley interrupted.  “Surely, you don’t want to be weak in this life, just as you were before?” 
 
    His words carried this profound sting to them, like sticking a knife into a wound that was already open and festering.  “Listen,” I said, my skin growing hot as anger and irritation began to build in the pit of my stomach, “I’ve done everything you’ve asked.  Damnit, all I’m asking for is a little time!”   
 
    The room fell silent as my words echoed across the stone walls.  Hilda went wide-eyed and Morose took a calculated step in my direction, his gloved hand clenched into a fist.  “Do not disrespect the Highraven again.” 
 
    Wesley quickly took a step forward, raising a hand to halt the assassin’s approach.  “Easy, Morose.  Darkblade has been through quite a bit... it’s only natural for him to act this way.”  The Highraven averted his gaze back to me.  “Zander,” he said, purposely referring to me by my first name.  “You have achieved something special, something unfounded amongst the other travelers of Aetheria.  Your raw affinity for the Aether is at such a high level... why, with the proper sculpting you could become a true Aetherial master!” 
 
    “For the guild...” I muttered, giving the Highraven a dark look. 
 
    “Yes,” he responded pensively.  “For the guild... but also for something even greater.  Don’t you want—” Wesley paused mid-sentence as the sound of shouting began to echo down the staircase and into the large chamber.  The scrambling of footsteps could be heard above, followed by a loud pounding noise, as if some sort of large beast was leaping about in the upper level. 
 
    The sound grew closer as whatever it was began to make its way down the spiral staircase.  Hilda, Morose and I all brandished our blades and formed a defensive circle around the Highraven, prepared to fight off whatever monstrous thing approached. 
 
    The air grew silent for the briefest of seconds, so quiet that you could hear the drop of sweat release its grip on my chin and fall to my obsidian blade. My familiars stood at attention, teeth bared and ready to strike.   
 
    Perhaps one of the other guilds had somehow infiltrated Ravenhold and let some terrible creature loose within the halls.  Or perhaps... 
 
    Suddenly, one of the large iron doors burst off its hinges as the beast finally made its appearance.  Covered in silvery fur, the creature stood an astounding 8 feet tall, razor-sharp claws jutting out of each of its curved fingers.  The beast’s head closely resembled that of a wolf, and its eyes were yellow and racked with madness. 
 
    So, the iron wolves have sent a beast for us, I thought as the creature sniffed the air, drawing in our scent.  My eyes scanned the massive wolf, eager to gain some more information on the beast… 
 
    That was just about the time my heart began to sink. 
 
    I carefully read the name of the creature that now made its approach, unwilling to believe the words floating on the translucent screen. 
 
      
 
    Taryn 
 
    Lvl 27 Rogue  
 
      
 
    My eyes hovered over another bit of data... 
 
      
 
    Legendary Affliction:  Curse of the Great Fang 
 
    Cursed with the power of the great fang, the afflicted will transform once every seventh cycle of Aetheria’s dual moons.  The afflicted will take a wolf-like form, offering them increases to strength, dexterity, constitution, and regeneration.  Their skills will also be replaced with skills from the school of the fang.  Upon proper training, the afflicted can learn to control the transformation and call it forth at will. 
 
      
 
    First transformation-  Upon transforming into the great fang for the first time, the afflicted will receive a substantial bonus to all physical attributes as the body attunes to the great fang’s power.  This temporary boost in strength will make them several times stronger than their actual level. 
 
      
 
    Dammit all, this wasn’t an attack from the iron wolves... it was Taryn!  They must not have treated him in time, and now…  dammit all, now he’d gone and turned into a goddamned monster! 
 
    “Taryn!” I yelled, holding on to the slightest sliver of hope that my words would get through. 
 
    It was no use.  Taryn the great fang growled in response, then charged towards the group, claws outstretched in ready to strike.    I hastily began to scroll through my skills, quickly trying to formulate a plan that would neutralize the rampaging rogue.  I needed to do something, anything that would preserve my ailing friend… 
 
    Too late. 
 
    To my horror, Morose raised his bastard sword and met the great fang’s charge, drawing back his blade as he prepared for the kill. 
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    True Faces 
 
      
 
    My heart sank as Morose charged the transformed Taryn, blade out and ready to strike.  I’d seen the assassin put that sword of his to use before and knew just how deadly he was...  Even in a transformed state, Taryn did not stand a goddamned chance. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled, though it appeared to be no use…  Neither the assassin nor the beast relented their attack.  Taryn was lost in a blood rage, and Morose’s sole purpose was to protect his lord, damn anyone that stood in his way.  I guess that left me just one option.   
 
    I threw my slayer’s mark on Morose and shadowshifted. 
 
    My body materialized from shadow in between the assassin and the massive lycanthrope, likely the most dangerous spot in the chamber. With my right hand I hoisted nevermore into the air, barely intercepting Morose’s vertical strike. With my left hand I reached out as Salence soared into my grasp, taking blade form.  I immediately stabbed the dragonblade forward, staving off Taryn’s oncoming assault. 
 
    “Move!” Morose growled before spinning on his heel and delivering a powerful kick to my stomach.  I slid backwards on the balls of my feet, sucking in air after the assassin’s sudden strike.  Without hesitating, I tried to lurch forward and lunge myself back into the fray, but a new status appeared above my health reticle. 
 
      
 
    Stunned 
 
      
 
    Dammit all, he’d snuck a skillshot in with that quick attack of his!  I looked on helplessly as Morose swung his bastard sword at Taryn, his eyes glowing a faint red as he pressed forward with his attack.   
 
    The blade sliced through silvery fur, drawing a line of blood on Taryn’s chest and eliciting a howl from the transformed man.  The large wolf responded with a barrage of his own, swiping at Morose nearly half a dozen times with his fury swipes. 
 
    The assassin steeled himself against the wolf’s mighty strikes before staving the beast off with another mighty kick.  Immediately he went to work drawing energy into his bastard sword that glowed red like the glint in his eyes.  The energy swirled around his weapon like a vortex before melding into the steel itself, giving the blade a red-hot glow. 
 
    “Die,” he muttered, then stabbed his glowing blade towards Taryn’s fur-covered chest.  I winced, still unable to move from Morose’s stun skill.  Taryn would die right before my eyes, and there was nothing I could... 
 
    THWACK! 
 
    Morose’s blade slammed into Hilda’s aegis shield, deflecting wide as the woman dived in to intercept the assassin just in the nick of time!   
 
    “Fool!” he yelled just as Taryn let loose a wild slash, knocking Hilda away as her body slammed into the chamber’s wall. The effects of the stun faded from my body and I launched myself back into the fray.  Somehow, I had to find a way to neutralize Taryn while still preventing Morose from shoving a sword through his heart... a nearly impossible task. 
 
    Taryn redirected his primal fury back on Morose, slashing away with his massive claws and sending sparks across the room as razor-sharp nails scraped across jet-black armor.  I studied the pair for the slightest of seconds... perhaps I was going about this the wrong way.  Maybe if I neutralized Taryn, then I could reason with Morose. 
 
    Immediately, I activated shadow snare, sending twisting shadows across the floor that ensnared the great fang and held him in place.  The lycan roared in protest but the snare held true... at least for now. 
 
    Without losing a step, I shadowshifted once more, again placing myself in the path of Morose’s blade, though this time I held my hands out wide, leaving myself vulnerable.  “Don’t hurt him,” I pleaded, meeting the assassin’s crimson gaze. 
 
    Morose pulled his strike back at the last second, leaving the weapon hovering just inches from my face.   “You brought a man with that hellacious curse into our stronghold!” he growled back.  “There is no cure for him here.  He must be put down!” 
 
    Before I could respond, the transformed Taryn let out an ear-piercing howl, shattering his shadowy restraints. 
 
      
 
    Silencing Howl 
 
      
 
    The Great Fang unleashes a howl of challenge to his enemies, silencing them, along with any magickkal items, for 10 seconds. 
 
      
 
    In an instant, the Great Fang leapt forward, slamming into my back and forcing my body to launch forward into Morose.  Our armored forms crashed into the stone floor in unison, my field plate scraping against his spiked cuirass.   
 
    Silenced and unable to use my skills, I braced myself as I waited for sharp talons to rend my exposed back... but the attack never came.  Instead, the transformed rogue leapt over Morose and I, his yellow eyes locked on to the only man left standing...  Highraven Wesley. 
 
    “Run!” I yelled to the Highraven as I climbed off of Morose and sprung back to my feet.  Likewise, the assassin leapt back to his feet in one swift motion, immediately turning towards the attack on his unguarded lord. 
 
    Razyr and Kord made a feeble attempt at blocking the great fang’s charge, though the creature merely swatted them out of the way.  The wolf’s silencing howl had left the familiars all but powerless. 
 
    And then the lycan was on Wesley. 
 
    The Highraven raised a gloved hand in defense, though it appeared meek in comparison to the great fang’s massive palm.  The wolf merely swatted his hand away, then attacked with an overpowering slash.  The bloodlust in that creature’s eyes… it was almost unfathomable! 
 
    Claws raked across Wesley’s face, peeling away flesh and shearing his fine black robes, lycanthropic talons that were sharp enough to drain the health bar of any mid-level warrior on Aetheria.  I was certain the man was dead right there and then... 
 
    I could not have been more wrong. 
 
    Pieces of pale flesh began to peel away from Wesley’s face, revealing a deep red layer of skin underneath.  His short black hair fell from his head as a long, white mane revealed itself, now resting past his shoulders. The black robes once concealing his body fell to the stone in tatters, revealing a body covered in sinewy muscle, a body built for combat, for war…  And finally wrapped around the man’s core, was the long, snake-like body of the ancient familiar Aerodonulaus. 
 
    I watched with awe as Wesley’s identity melted away and strange unfamiliar characters began to form in its place, words written in a language I couldn’t hope to understand.  Slowly, the characters began to take shape into something legible as I pulled up data on this new form.  No longer was he Wesley, Highraven of Ravenflight.  No... standing in front of the Great Fang was someone else… no, something else.  Vexes, Death Asura. 
 
    Vexes reached for his chest, peeling Aerodonulaus away as the familiar began to change its form.  The ancient familiar twisted and writhed before its slithering body began to straighten, a razor-sharp edge jutting from its long, thin spine.  In seconds, the ancient one completed its transformation, taking the shape of a massive Aether-forged sword.   
 
    Vexes, the creature formerly known as Wesley, hoisted the ancient blade into the air, its sharp edge longer the man himself.  Then, before the Great Fang could react... he struck. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I froze in my tracks as the scene unfolded in front of my eyes.  Vexes slashed his oversized blade through the air, a seven-foot long sword forged from the ancient familiar.  The weapon’s edge was a strange, translucent red and the hilt was a deep black, the pommel and guard both adorned with sharp spikes.   
 
    Despite its size, Vexes swung the blade with ease, activating a sword skill much too quickly for the Great Fang to react.  The crimson edge sliced through silvery fur with little resistance, bringing the growls of the giant wolf to a sudden halt.   
 
      
 
    Asuran vengeance 
 
      
 
    The chamber fell silent as Vexes let the massive blade rest at his side and Taryn’s transformed head fell from his shoulders, making a soft thud as it hit the stone floor.  The health reticle surrounding Taryn’s still-standing body abruptly depleted to nothing before the body finally collapsed, slowly reverting back to its human form. 
 
    I tried to protest, tried to scream in anger and disbelief and all of the other emotions swirling inside of me, but I just couldn’t find the words... Taryn was dead. 
 
    “NO!” a familiar voice screamed from the other side of the chamber.  I turned to see Brenton fall to his knees at the base of the stairs, tears streaming from beneath his squared spectacles.  His white and red robes appeared to be torn and tattered... he must’ve been there when Taryn made his transformation... 
 
    “Why would you do that!” Hilda shrieked, her face twisted in rage.  “He was our friend!” 
 
    “He was a threat,”  Vexes replied, his voice far more guttural than when he adorned his human form.  “The affliction had sent the man into a bestial rage!  He could’ve very well killed any one of you!” 
 
    Brenton continued to sob as Hilda rushed to his side in comfort, though not before cutting Vexes a piercing glare. 
 
    I tried to wrap my mind around the situation, but it felt like my thoughts were racing in a thousand different directions.  We thought we had done everything necessary to get out of Aetheria, we’d risked our lives… and now our friend was dead… and all for the sake of this damned Asura creature Vexes! 
 
    I gave the man a careful inspection as the tremors in my hands began to subside.  He wore pale, red skin, nails blacker than the edge of my blade, a wild white mane, and tiny horns hitting out of the top of his forehead... the man looked like a damn demon! 
 
    “What... are you?”  I muttered, as I read the data laid out in front of me.  Name... Vexes.  Race... Asura.  Level... unknown.  Then my eyes rested on the massive sword in his hand and I let out an audible gasp. 
 
      
 
    Equipped weapon: World Breaker. 
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    Betrayal 
 
      
 
    “World breaker?” I stammered, eyes locked on the Asuran’s massive blade.  Razyr let out a feral growl as he backpedaled towards my location, visibly shaken by the sight of the sword. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Darkblade,”  Vexes instructed, eyeing the white-knuckled grip I had on each of my blades.  “And listen... there is much that is needed to be said.” 
 
    “No, Zander!”  Razyr hissed as he made his way back to my shoulder.  “This is one of the creatures that nearly destroyed our realm.  This is the true evil!” 
 
    “Listen, Darkblade,”  Vexes reiterated.  “And gain a better understanding of the forces at play.” 
 
    I heard the man’s words, but I couldn’t get the image of that massive blade cutting down Taryn out of my head.  One of the world breakers, the fabled weapons of destruction... it was mere feet in front of me, and in the hands of a goddamned demon! 
 
    “You were never going to send us home,” I growled, taking a step in the Asuran’s direction.  “You used us to retrieve your damned weapon!”  I couldn’t contain my outburst as the rage of my familiars coursed through my body.  The sight of the world breaker had awakened something in them, and due to our strong connection, I was feeling it as well. 
 
    Vexes raised his free hand into the air, signaling for me to halt my approach.  “Don’t do something you’ll regret, Zander,” he said, his eyes locking onto my own.  “Try to strike me down and you’ll be squandering your limitless potential... think about how strong you’ve already become!  At my side, you could elevate yourself and become one of the new gods of this world... you could create a realm devoid of the pain that your earth realm brought you!” 
 
    Vexes rotated his slender hand, as if to offer it to me.  This creature, this demon once thought to be my ally, was offering me his hand!  My heart raced as all eyes rested on me... My gaze shifted to the weeping form of Brenton, to the cold-hearted stare of Morose, to the angered expressions of my familiars, until finally my sight rested on the headless form of Taryn.  His lifeless eyes seemed to stare back at me, eyes that would never again draw in the terrible, beautiful sights of this realm or any other... 
 
    “Zander...” Vexes said, again reaching an open hand out to me.  “You know so little about the greater machinations of the realms of Ashadar.  Aetheria is just but one realm of many.  Come, sit with me and take council.  I will show you what it means to hold true power.” He paused, meeting my gaze with an unnerving stare.  “Take hold of your own destiny for once and obtain the power that you deserve.” 
 
    I turned and gave Hilda one final look, then nodded and reached a hand toward Vexes.  A smile began to form at the edge of his mouth as slender fingers began to wrap around my own. Clearly, retaining my allegiance held some sort of significance to this red-skinned creature, this Asuran. 
 
    Too bad I had to disappoint. 
 
    I wrapped my hand around Vexes’s and gave it a sudden yank, pulling the Asuran forward and off-balance.  Then, in nearly the same breath, I shadowshifted. 
 
    Maybe I was a damned fool… to turn down an offer of power such as his.  Still, there was no way I could side with a creature that could murder one of my companions so easily.  If I were to side with him, then there would no telling where it would end! 
 
    I rematerialized directly behind Hilda, shifting to the slayer’s mark I had secretly put on her seconds before.  Razyr and Kord followed, zipping across the chamber and entering my body as tiny balls of light.  Aether immediately began coursing through my veins, giving my attributes a sudden boost.  I would need it if I was going to escape this place. 
 
    “Run!” I urged Hilda and Brenton, yanking them forward as we bolted towards the stairs.   If we could somehow make our way out of Ravenhold, then perhaps we could find a quiet corner of the realm to hide, to regroup and lick our wounds. 
 
    Before we could reach the exit, a blur of red dashed in front of my vision as a long bastard sword came to a rest just inches from my face.  Morose had cut us off, and by the looks of it he had no intention of letting us go.  The man’s skin had taken the same red hue as Vexes and his straight black hair had grown wild and unkempt.  Twisting horns that were once accessories to his helm now jutted out his forehead like a demonic vestige.... another Asuran. 
 
      
 
    Morose 
 
    Race: Death Asura 
 
    Lvl 48 Assassin 
 
      
 
    “You will not—” Morose began to protest our retreat, but was abruptly cut off by a runic blast of fire launched from Brenton’s palms.  The flames rocketed towards the Asuran’s upper body, but Morose was far too seasoned to be caught off guard from an attack like that.  With a slash of his mighty sword, he cut through the flame, dissipating the bulk of the attack while deflecting the remaining runic fire to either side.  Then, with anger in his eyes, he lashed out. 
 
    The assassin bolted forward, delivering a powerful kick to Brenton’s mid-section and depleting a chunk of his HP.  The runecaster immediately dropped to his knees, grasping at his abdomen as he desperately tried to suck in air.   
 
      
 
    Stunned 
 
      
 
    Morose made a quick shift and lunged at Hilda, but she prepared for his attack.  Her aegis shield came up as the assassin struck out with his blade, sending a shower of sparks into the air as iron and steel clashed.   
 
    Suddenly, Ivan entered her as a ball of light, causing a pair of Aether-wings to sprout from her back.  Using the wings, she pressed forward, delivering a mighty shield bash to Morose that forced him away.  Instinctively, I pivoted and pressed my own back to hers before raising my blade. 
 
    There we stood, backs to one another near the far end of the chamber, a demonic Asuran on either side of us, and two fallen friends at our feet. 
 
    “This is not what I intended,” Vexes growled in his guttural tone, his world breaker blade barely resting on his shoulder.  “But you’ve left me no choice...  Really, it will be no matter.  There will be others who are not as foolish as you, Darkblade, others that will gladly offer their service to a greater power.” 
 
    “Service?”  I spat, face hot with anger.  “You’re here to end the damned world!  I’ve seen the destruction you brought about... hell, I’ve communed with the relics of the gods that you killed!”  My muscles tensed as Vexes took a step in my direction, a contemplative expression on his demonic face. 
 
    “You’re not wrong, Darkblade... we nearly destroyed this realm during our first conquest, a mistake we won’t be making again.  I and the other Asurans, we drained this realm dry after we slayed its so-called gods... but the power of the Aether did not last.” 
 
    “You’re monsters,” I growled, crossing my blades in front of my chest, anticipating an attack at any moment. 
 
    “Hardly,” Vexes replied.  “The Asurans… my people were a peaceful race until the greater forces of Ashadar showed up to destroy our realm.  They had seen something, a glimpse into the future… those fools feared what we Asurans could become, not what we were.  They acted without reason, they lit a flame that was to encompass my entire realm… those bastards were going to watch our realm burn!” Vexes appeared to grow visibly angry as the words left his mouth. 
 
    “Was I to idly stand by and watch that happen?  No!  I would not!  The strongest of us, those born of the death element responded with violent force.  We fought off the supposed protectors of Ashadar, we saved our people…. But that was not all.  The Asurans would not fall victim again.  We began a conquest across the realms of Ashadar, a campaign that would not end until the realm’s greatest forces fell at our feet….”  Time seemed to slow in the chamber as Vexes became fully engrossed in his tale.   
 
    “First, we began to ravage the lesser realms, harvesting their pitiful resources, taking what we could for the coming days...Then, in our travels we discovered Aetheria, and on that realm found a power source greater than any we’ve ever seen… the Aether. 
 
    “We tried desperately to wield the power for ourselves, using the most ancient of the aetherial creatures to channel this world’s energy into powerful weapons… weapons that you now refer to as world breakers.” The Asuran glanced over at his massive sword before resting his gaze back on me.  “With the power of the Aether in our grasp, there would be nobody that could challenge our reign of Ashadar…”  Vexes paused, taking in an angry breath.  “Unfortunately, the Aether is unique in that it draws its own power from the hearts of men, from the very souls of the Aetherians themselves… a sort of symbiosis between the world’s lifeblood and its inhabitants.” 
 
    I let out a feigned chuckle, a realization quickly dawning on me.  “You can’t wield the Aether yourself, can you?”  Vexes cut his eyes at me as I spoke.  “Or at least not for long…  Just as you said, the Aether draws its power from the hearts of men.  You weren’t just using me… you need me.  You can’t sustain this world’s power on your own... not with the corrupted soul of an intergalactic demon!” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I need you, boy,” Vexes spat, choosing to ignore my demon comment.  “With a group of worthy souls attuned to the Aether’s power, we could wield it indefinitely!  Together, we could take the realms for ourselves…” Suddenly a grin spread across his pale, red face.  “Unfortunately, you don’t seem willing to fulfill such a role.  Ah well, you’re not the only candidate able to wield such power.  Certainly, your natural attunement to the Aether may be superior, but there will be others who are… more willing.”  The Asuran’s grin faded as the man took another step in my direction. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I conceded.  “But you’ll have to get rid of me first… Now!” I yelled, spurring Brenton to action as his stun wore off.  The runecaster activated the rune that he had secretly scribed onto the floor, bringing forth a dazzling display of magickkal energy. 
 
      
 
    Ensnaring rune 
 
      
 
    Blue light traveled across the stone floor with blinding speed, encircling Morose and momentarily trapping him where he stood.  Brenton remained kneeling on the floor, channeling his mana into the rune to keep the Asuran assassin at bay.  I followed up with a shadow snare, sending tendrils of dark energy forth that wrapped around that horned bastard... he wouldn’t be going anywhere, at least for the moment. 
 
    With one enemy temporarily taken out of the equation, Hilda turned and together we charged at Vexes.  He was easily much stronger than both of us, but perhaps together we could… 
 
    CRASH! 
 
    The stone floor splintered and cracked as Vexes slammed his world breaker blade down between us, forcing us to dive in either direction.  Hilda used her Aether wings to remain on her feet, manipulating the air to keep her upright.   
 
    Intending to keep some distance between the Asuran and myself, I rolled to the left, dismissing nevermore and calling forth my Eagleshot bow in one swift motion. As I came out of my roll, I launched three arrows in quick succession directly at Vexes.  The Asuran ripped his weapon out of the stone, using the flat of the blade to block each of the arrows, seemingly unfazed by the speed of my attack.  Regardless, Hilda used that distraction to charge forward, switching to imperious stance as she let loose a mighty slash of her blade! 
 
    Unfortunately, the strike never landed.   
 
    A wave of spiky dark energy cascaded from Vexes’s form as he unleashed the skill Asuran thorns.  Black energy burned at Hilda’s face and arms, halting her charge as she fluttered her wings, halting her momentum and sending her back in the opposite direction.  A quick glance at her health reticle revealed a sizable portion missing... dammit all, was he strong! 
 
    With his back turned to me and his skill likely recharging, I dashed at the Asuran, calling nevermore back into my grasp.  “Blade flurry!” I yelled as translucent swords of varying sizes formed at my side before launching themselves at my opponent.  Vexes turned on his heel and batted a trio of blades away, shattering them into tiny translucent shards.  Somehow a fourth blade found its mark, slicing across the side of the Asuran’s exposed midsection and drawing a thin line of blood.  My eyes settled on his health reticle for the briefest of seconds, waiting for it to deplete, but its drop was nearly unnoticeable... my attack had done hardly any damage.  Dammit all, we were in way over our heads. 
 
    “Damn you!” I yelled, too stubborn to abandon my charge.  Vexes merely narrowed his gaze at me, awaiting my attack.   
 
    “Fool,” the Asuran said as I swung my blade out wide, slicing through the air just inches above his shifting head.  The Asuran swayed to the left and right, narrowly dodging each of my sword strikes as if I was just a child playing games of war. 
 
    Hilda gained her composure and darted back in, her dragon dance blade burning in her grasp as she leveled the weapon for a strike. 
 
    “Pest,” Vexes growled, momentarily taking his eyes off me to lash out at the approaching guardian.  Again, his world breaker blade slammed into Hilda’s shield, this time sending her airborne into the high ceiling of the chamber.  This was my chance! 
 
    I dove in with nevermore, taking aim at the Asuran’s bare chest... surely hit points wouldn’t matter with a sharp piece of metal jabbed through his heart! 
 
    As expected, Vexes made a quick turn and intercepted my attack with his blade, slashing at the space where my neck should’ve been... but I was no longer there.  My apparition faded as I activated illusionary strike, reappearing at the demonic creature’s back.  In the same breath I activated azure blade, drawing Aether into my sword as I combined the two skills for a potentially devastating blow.  “Illusion of the Azure!” I roared as I stabbed my glowing blade forward, directly towards the Asuran’s exposed back.  The red-skinned man turned, unable to bring his massive blade around in time to block my strike... 
 
    Instead, he reached out and grabbed my blade with his hand. 
 
    My forward progress halted as Vexes squeezed the glowing steel of my azure blade, lines of smoke trailing from in between the spaces of his fingers as thick, dark blood dripped from the fresh wound in his palm.  He’d blocked my strongest attack with his bare hand… dammit all, he’d stopped it like it was nothing! 
 
    “Farewell, Darkblade,” Vexes uttered as he gave my blade a yank, pulling me in close.  “You’ve done me well.”   
 
    An unbearable amount of pain suddenly ripped through my body as the world breaker blade came forward, piercing armor and flesh as it stabbed through my stomach and exited out my back. 
 
    “N-no,” I uttered as blood began to pool at the corners of my mouth and my health reticle took a massive plunge.  The yellow eyes of Vexes narrowed as he ripped the blade free of my midsection, allowing my body to fall to the floor. 
 
    My vision began to swim as pain coursed through every fiber of my being and my blood spilled out onto the cold, stone floor.  Notifications blinked in and out of my sight as my HP dipped dangerously low... death was oh so close. 
 
    I laid my head back against the stone floor as the sound of rushing water filled my ears.  The water beneath the chamber was soothing, a small bit of comfort as I took my final breaths.  The Aether of my familiars continued to churn within my body, willing me to action, perhaps the only thing fighting off my inevitable death.  “S-sorry, guys,” I muttered as Vexes raised his blade for a final strike. A profound sadness began to overtake me as more blood began to form around my lips.  I’d lost…. 
 
    Dark energy swirled around the Asuran’s blade as he raised it into the air, calling forth his Asuran Vengeance. It swirled around the weapon like a vortex before settling into the ancient familiar blade… then, he struck. 
 
    The massive sword came barreling down in my direction, an attack meant to obliterate me off the face of the realm.  I winced, unable to move as the weapon sought to deliver my end.  Dammit all, I wasn’t ready to die... 
 
    Apparently, Hilda shared the same sentiment. 
 
    The winged guardian pushed herself with all the speed she could muster, swooping down over my bleeding body with her shield raised in defense.  The world breaker blade came crashing down anyway, smashing into her aegis shield so hard that the cracks in the stone floor split, opening into a small chasm beneath my back.   
 
    Together, Hilda and I plunged into the raging current that ran beneath Ravenhold, swept away from the deadly Asurans, away from our friends that were likely no better than dead.  My health reticle was depleted, and my flesh was ravaged and torn.  Now, the only things left were the rush of the frigid water that encapsulated my body and the approach of absolute darkness. 
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    An Unlikely Pairing 
 
      
 
    Year of Rebirth 078 
 
      
 
    Memories.  Thoughts that rushed into my head before fading in the very next instant.  Images in my mind’s eye.... places traveled, people met. I tried to grasp on to them, to wrap my mind around something real, but everything seemed to slip through my fingers like liquid…   
 
    Soon, the images faded and all that was left was the void... absolute dark.  And then, a growing light. 
 
    Is... is this death? 
 
    The light absorbed me, stretching over every fiber of my existence, welcoming me in with a sudden warmth.... 
 
    Suddenly, my eyelids flicked open.  I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with air as the realization that I wasn’t dead began to settle in.  My hands rose from my sides and slid over my stomach where a series of thick bandages lay strapped to my bare abdomen.  The wounds were still there, and dammit all, did they ever hurt... and yet, I wasn’t dead.  I wasn’t dead! 
 
    My gaze shifted up from my abdomen as I began to scan my surroundings, unfamiliar as they may be.  I was in some sort of makeshift shelter, a large tent from the looks of it.  The walls and ceiling were made of a thick maroon fabric, nearly transparent from the sun’s powerful rays beating down outside.  Beneath me lay a tattered bedroll partially sunken into the soft ground, a pungent smell of “musty adventurer” emanating from the dark, green cloth.  It certainly wasn’t paradise, but it was better than the bottom of the river. 
 
    I was pleased to see my health reticle had made a partial recovery, its color changed from an alarming red back to a calming green.  Any status alignments I’d acquired had also been removed... Someone had worked to save my life, but who? 
 
    I turned my head to the left in order to get a look at the tent’s small exit, but quickly froze.  My muscles tensed as I laid eyes on the strange man sitting next to me.  Dammit all, I hadn’t even realized... but I wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Finally awake,” the man said, raising a white-haired eyebrow as he gazed upon my startled expression.  He wasn’t human, but rather a derivative of the elvish species.  His skin was a pale violet, a stark contrast to his long, white hair that he wore tied behind his head.  His body was lean and his face angular, giving him a young appearance (though his true age was impossible to guess, at least for me).  The last thing my eyes rested on was his long, pointy ears... a clear indicator of the man’s heritage.  Sitting beside me was a dark elf. 
 
    “What, you don’t speak?” he asked, his voice sultry and smooth. 
 
    Before responding, I gave the man a quick inspection. 
 
      
 
    Name: Thamriul 
 
    Race: Dark Elf 
 
    Lvl 28 Daggermage 
 
      
 
    The dark elf rolled his eyes as I examined his information, clearly perturbed by my lack of dialogue.  “You humans are such rude creatures.  Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?” 
 
    The sudden mention of my late mother carried an unexpected sting.  Despite the fact that the memories of my past life were fading, my mother was one thing that I would never forget. 
 
    “S-sorry,” I replied, burying my feelings as I fought to regain composure.  “And thank you... for your help.” I rested my hand on my bandaged abdomen, careful not to put pressure on my sword wound. 
 
    Thamriul grinned.  “No thanks needed.  I’m not the one that saved you, human.  I just came in here to get out of the damned sun.” 
 
    “Oh...”  I said, not quite sure how to respond. 
 
    Carefully, I propped myself up onto my elbows before moving to a sitting position, grimacing from the pain in my abdomen.  I still couldn’t believe that I’d survived the encounter with Vexes.  Hell, I probably wouldn’t have if it wasn’t for... 
 
    “Hilda!” I yelled, ignoring my pain as I rose to a knee.  If they’d pulled me out of the river then they must’ve grabbed her too!  “Where’s Hilda?” 
 
    “Calm down, boy,” Thamriul replied as he moved to a crouching position.  I could now see a single dagger sheathed at his waist. 
 
    “Please,” I begged, my voice becoming frantic.  She had absorbed a direct hit from Vexes, after all.  “Take me to Hilda.” 
 
    Thamriul frowned.  “Listen, boy.  We found you alone, unconscious, and floating down the damned river.  There was nobody with you.” 
 
    My heart began to race as the dire nature of the situation began to dawn on me... Taryn was dead, Hilda was missing, and Brenton and Helena were likely trapped at Ravenhold or worse.  Hell, even Max was being held up north in one of the raven outposts.  The guild… that goddamned guild had a hand on everything I cared about in this realm... and there wasn’t a damned thing I could do. 
 
    With shaky hands, I pulled up my friends list, afraid of what I might find.  As expected, Taryn’s name was gone, but to my relief Hilda, Helena, Brenton and Max all appeared to be alive and active still.  That was a start. 
 
    “I need to find my friend, Hilda,”  I said, forcing myself to my feet as a wave of pain and nausea washed over my body. 
 
    Thamriul rolled his cloudy blue eyes.  “What is it with you humans and always shouting out the names of your women at the slightest bit of distress.  ‘It is I, the overly hairy human.  I am afraid, so bring me my wench and my booze and give me your land’.”  
 
    I scowled.  “Dark elves don’t care for their women, then?” I shot back, cutting my eyes at the elf. 
 
    “Oh, we do,” he replied.  “But we don’t disrespect them by shouting their names like buffoons and assuming that they can’t care for themselves.  If I did that to my first lover, Lylia, she would’ve had me biting down on darkwood bark while she split my skin with her whip.” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest.  “So, what you’re saying is that dark elf men are nothing more than trained dogs that get scolded when they fall out of line?  I think I’d rather be human any day.” 
 
    Thamriul immediately placed a hand on his dagger’s hilt.  “Listen here, you wrinkly skin sack!  If I didn’t yank you out of—” Thamriul abruptly paused his tirade as another form entered the tent, the newcomer’s large frame blocking out the rays of the sun that intruded through the tent’s opening. 
 
    Standing before us was a beast of a man, towering nearly a head higher than me and sporting broad shoulders that made my slender frame look downright puny.  His face was covered in a thick, brown beard and his body was clad in earthy green plate.  He would’ve been an imposing figure to be sure, if not for the gentle, welcoming nature of his green eyes. 
 
      
 
    Candor 
 
    Lvl 28  
 
    Spiritwalker 
 
    Familiar:  Sledge (Nature Familiar) 
 
      
 
    The man’s calm gaze rested on me as he gave my bandaged torso a look over.  Slowly, a smile began to form under his bushy beard.  “Glad to see that you’re back on your feet,” he said, his voice deep yet somehow soothing, like a storyteller that had perfected his craft.  “I did what I could with my healing spirit, but you were in pretty rough shape.  Hopefully after a little more work I’ll have you good as new.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, genuinely appreciative of the kindness he and that cocky dark elf had already shown me.  “Without you two, I might’ve been...” 
 
    “Dead,” Thamriul replied with a wink and a sly grin.  “Your soul would’ve been nothing but moondust, floating forever more in the continuous stream of time and—” 
 
    “I think the boy gets it,” Candor interrupted as he placed a hand on the dark elf’s shoulder.  After giving the elf a stern look, his focus slowly shifted back to me.  “So, how did you end up in such rough shape... Zander?” he asked, clearly reading my name off the character info that was displayed on a translucent screen in his field of vision.  “It’s not every day you come across a man with a hole in his gut just floating down the river.” 
 
    “I was... betrayed,” I replied, recalling the overwhelming power of those damned Asurans. “My friends and I were led to believe in something that just wasn’t what we thought... we were led into darkness.  Now, they’re likely either in the hands of my attackers or lost to the winds...” 
 
    Candor bore a look of concern as I explained the nature of my situation, but Thamriul seemed to perk up.  “You know, not all of your friends are lost.   A few of them actually helped lead me to your old water-logged body.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow in suspicion as the dark elf strolled past Candor and fully yanked open the tent.   
 
    It was then that I saw them, a trio of creatures perched atop an overturned log, patiently awaiting news of my recovery. Worry was etched into each of their faces.... that is, until they laid eyes upon me.  I couldn’t help but grin as my gaze met their own and they began charging towards the tent.  Razyr, Salence and Kord... My familiars. 
 
    “Zander!” Razyr howled as his scaly body leapt into my arms. “You’re well!” 
 
    “Sort of,” I replied as Salence wrapped his body around the back of my neck in a draconic embrace.   Kord, being Kord, took a seat at my feet and let out a prolonged croak. 
 
    After a short but much needed reunion, Candor led us out of the tent and into his tiny riverside encampment, a simple setup featuring a large tent, a pair of travel packs strung to a nearby tree, and a small charred barbecue spit which sat atop a makeshift fire pit   What really caught my attention was a massive boar-like creature tied to one of the larger oaks... a hairy mass of bulk with long, curved tusks and thick hooves that appeared harder than stone.  I’d seen some awfully large familiars, but this creature didn’t seem to have that mystical nature about it.  Perhaps it was a pet or hell, maybe a mount? 
 
    “That’s Horus,” Candor said, as he strolled over and gave the beast a stroke across his bristly back.  “And he’s better than any horse in the realm.” 
 
    Thamriul shook his head.  “Don’t lie, Candor.  He’s just a damned war wagon with tusks.” 
 
    Candor grinned, failing to suppress a chuckle.  Horus on the other hand, cocked his large head and let out a snort. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After a few moments of acquainting myself with the area, I sat down with the men as Thamriul went to work roasting the carcass of a young elken he’d tracked down.  As I sat, each of my familiars took turns cycling their Aether through my body, providing a slight bit of added regeneration to my still-serious wound.  Candor sat opposite me with a familiar of his own, a gray lizard-like creature with stones embedded into its skin... a nature familiar named Sledge. 
 
    “Thanks again, for helping me,” I said, running my fingers across Salence’s scaly back and drawing a purr from the small dragon. 
 
    “No thanks needed,” Candor replied as he prodded at the roasting elken, eagerly awaiting the meal’s completion.  “I should be able to finish healing you up tomorrow.  Being a spiritwalker, I have restrictions on how far I can push my spirit auras each day.” 
 
    “I’m just happy to be alive,” I replied, resting my free hand over my abdomen.  I wanted more than anything to go out and search for Hilda, but I knew I’d be next to useless with this wound.  Perhaps Tham was right… perhaps I just needed to have a little more faith in her.   
 
    Candor adjusted himself on the log where he sat before leaning in a bit closer.  “So... I heard you yelling that woman’s name.  Hilda, was it?  Were you two separated?” 
 
    I nodded. “The floor caved in beneath us and we were both sucked into the current that ran beneath our old guild’s stronghold.  From what I could tell, she was in better shape than me when it happened, but still...” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s ok,” Candor said with reassurance. “This river runs quite a ways south.  It’s likely that you just got separated in the current and she washed up a bit farther down.” 
 
    “Then I have to find her,” I said, grimacing as I moved forward on my seat.  Talk of the guardian had made my concern resurface. 
 
    “Easy,” Candor urged, reaching over and placing a hand on my shoulder as he guided me back to my seat.  “Let’s get you fixed up first, then Tham and I will help you find her.” 
 
    I gave the man a puzzled look.  “Why are you so willing to help me?” 
 
    Candor gave me a solemn grin, a smile that seemed to mask a deep pain behind it.  “I made a lot of mistakes in my old life...” he said, his gaze shifting to his feet.  “And I hurt the person that meant the most to me.  I actually logged into this world a few weeks after everyone got trapped, just trying to search for him.” He let out a slight chuckle.  “I actually thought it would kill me.  My old life... it just didn’t seem to hold any more meaning.” 
 
    I gave the man a sympathetic look.  “You’re lucky you still remember any of it... a lot of players… er, people went mad or have begun to suffer memory loss since coming here.” 
 
    Candor raised his head, meeting my gaze once more.  “Oh, I wasn’t exempt from loss of memory, but I found a way to counteract it.” The spiritwalker reached into a nearby hanging bag and produced a small, leather-bound journal.  “As soon as it all began, I started writing down the reason I was here each and every day...  I refuse to forget.” 
 
    Slowly, the man peeled open the journal, revealing pages filled with the same sentence written over and over.  My eyes went wide as I mouthed the words, those impossible words that seemed to force out any thought or feeling that I might’ve had.  I read the words aloud, my voice cracking as I slowly pronounced each syllable... “I must find my son, Adam.  I must find my son, Adam.  I must find my son, Adam.” 
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    Reunion 
 
      
 
    “This can’t be possible,” I mouthed the words, unable to produce sound as I gazed upon the pages of Candor’s journal. The bearded man cocked an eyebrow, unsure how to gauge my reaction. 
 
    I tried to compose myself and went on.  “Did... did you say you’ve been here in Aetheria since the beginning?” 
 
    Candor shook his head.  “No.  My son and his friend entered the game on launch night.  I remember because we had just fought the day before.  I went to work the next morning, but by mid-afternoon I’d begun seeing the reports of people being trapped inside the game, of people dying while being connected to that damn soulink headset.  I hired one of the doctors that used to work with my late wife and—”  
 
    “Did you say late wife?”  I asked, barely able to force out the words. 
 
    Candor nodded, my words clearly carrying a profound sting.  “She died in the war... left me and my boy alone.  I... it was difficult.  I wasn’t the greatest father.  Actually, I was a pretty terrible one...  but I refuse to let things end that way.  When the doctor came to the conclusion that my son couldn’t be freed, I logged into this game myself to come look for him.” 
 
    A lump began to form in my throat.  “You knew there was no way out, and you still gave up everything to come look for him?”  I asked, tears forming in the corners of my eyes. 
 
    “He’s all that I have left…” the man replied, averting his gaze to the ground.  “He’s everything to me.  I’d gladly give up my life just to see him one last time... just to tell him that I love him.” 
 
    I rose to my feet and took a step towards the man, hands shaking uncontrollably.  “What if I told you I was nothing more than a lost son trying to make his way back to his father...” 
 
    Candor’s eyes went wide.  “Adam?”  
 
    I nodded.  “Adam Osiris, son of David Osiris, and a boy who misses his father more than words could express.” 
 
    The bearded man leapt at me, wrapping my body in his muscled arms, squeezing me so hard that I was certain I’d taken a bit of damage.  Fresh tears began to flow from our eyes as we came together in a surreal embrace. 
 
    “Adam,” my father whispered, “I... I can’t believe it.  Is that really you?” 
 
    “Dad....” I replied, voice shaky with emotion.  “I’m so sorry.  About everything. I love you, Dad.  I...”  
 
    Soon I lost the ability to form words as my mind became a swirl of emotion.  My father... he’d risked everything to come here, even his life… and dammit all, he found me! 
 
    Several moments passed before my father finally released me from his tight embrace.  His eyes were red, and his cheeks were wet from a steady stream of tears, but nothing could hide the huge smile spread across his bearded face.  “I can’t believe this, Adam. I mean, look at you!” He took a step back and studied my form, a body much different than the one he’d known back on Earth.   
 
    “Listen Dad, the last time we spoke… before everything happened.  Well, I should’ve said—” 
 
    “I know,” my father responded, pulling me into his tight embrace once more.  “I’m the one that should apologize.  I wasn’t the father that I should’ve been.  I… I wasn’t the father that you deserved.  I promise, Adam, I won’t make that mistake again.” 
 
    I let out a teary-eyed chuckle.  “This whole time, I’ve been fighting for a way home, a way to get back to you.” 
 
    My father squeezed me a bit tighter.  “Well, you don’t have to fight anymore.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Once we managed to finally calm our emotions to a reasonable level, my father and I sat down and discussed the events that had transpired over the past 3 months.  He told me of the horror he felt once he found out I was trapped in AGO, of the pain he shared with Max’s parents when they claimed his lifeless body.  He also shared his triumph over alcohol while searching for a way to set me free.  Somehow, the desire for alcohol had completely vanished upon entering his new body in AGO... perhaps one of the few hidden blessings of transporting your soul to another world! 
 
    As my father spoke, he told me of the struggles he faced acclimating to Aetheria, and of the help he received from his new friend, Thamriul.  Apparently, he’d stumbled into a moderate-level quest area and came across the dark elf.  The man was bleeding out from a sword wound given to him by a group of rather malicious players, and rather close to his demise from the sounds of it.  My father, in search of redemption, saved him with his healing spells, then guided him to safety until he had regained his strength.  The two had been together ever since. 
 
    When it was my turn to speak, I recounted the first days of AGO, of my meet-up with Wesley and my quest to find Vazryn.  I told him of my companions both alive and dead, of my new life I had begun building here.  I spoke in length about my budding relationship with Hilda, and our near demise at the hands of the Asurans. It was a bit overwhelming considering everything I had been through. 
 
    “So,” my father said, running his fingers through his beard, “if I’ve got this straight, our souls are now trapped in a realm where my son is being hunted by intergalactic demons?” 
 
    “That about sums it up,” I responded, reveling in the comfort of speaking with my father again. 
 
    “And you’re in love?” 
 
    “Well, yes.” 
 
    “Damn, son, you’ve been busy,” he said with a grin.  “I guess we better go find that girl of yours.  I’d love to meet her.” 
 
    “You will,” I replied, my faith in the woman’s well-being renewed.  
 
      
 
    ><><  
 
      
 
    We took the remainder of the evening to rest and gather our things for tomorrow’s trek, a trip that would take us down the length of the Fangdross River, where hopefully we’d find some clue as to Hilda’s whereabouts (or perhaps find the woman herself).   
 
    The plan was to travel southward through the troll mires and into the Greywood, to a city called Yggrash.  Apparently, my father had made some connections with some folks there who just might be able to give us a hand finding Hilda.  There was also the matter of rescuing our other companions from Ravenhold while ensuring the Asurans didn’t find out I was alive… in just a matter of days this place seemed far more dangerous. 
 
    I didn’t want to admit it, but something about having my father by my side helped ease my worry, if only slightly.  It was that natural sensation, that feeling you get that no matter what happens, your parents will help you through it.  Perhaps it was something that I’d been longing for ever since coming to Aetheria, or maybe even longer than that. 
 
    The next morning, we set out as the realm’s two moons descended and the lone sun began its rise into the sky.  We took to the road running parallel to the Fangdross River, a worn yet well-traveled path, yet a path not without its dangers.  Candor, as he was called now, rode atop his massive boar, Horus, with Thamriul perched just behind.  The dark elf didn’t seem all that pleased to be riding on the boar, but it certainly beat walking. 
 
    Likewise, I called out my windsteed Zephyr, drawing a look of astonishment from the pair as I took my seat atop the graceful beast.  “It looks like you’ve done well for yourself, son,” my father said with a wink as he urged Horus forward with a pat. 
 
    “Well enough,” I replied with a wink, drawing a slight chuckle from Razyr.  “Better than I ever did on Earth, at any rate.” 
 
    Together, the three of us rode along the river’s edge, keeping our eyes peeled for any sign of the lost guardian.  Oddly enough, it would’ve been nice to have Rhylor in the area right about now.  As a ranger, he would have a much easier time tracking her down then the three of us. 
 
    Strangely, I felt a bit vulnerable perched atop Zephyr’s back.  The chest-piece of my elvish field plate had suffered extensive damage at the hands of Vexes, and as a result was nearly unwearable.  Thankfully, my father had been able to seal up the remainder of my wounds with a bit of help from one of his spirit auras, but still… being without some sort of armor on had me feeling all but naked! 
 
    “We’re going to be heading southward,” Candor said, taking my mind off of my insecurities as he pointed to a spot where the river disappeared from view.  From the looks of it, it seemed to empty out into a more densely wooded area.  “Yggrash is just a few miles beyond that grouping of trees, and I know a few people there who might be able to help us out.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve made quite a few connections yourself, Dad,” I replied, genuinely surprised with how quickly he’d taken to life in Aetheria. 
 
    “It was because of you, Adam... er, Zander.” Hearing him call me by that name almost seemed a bit jarring now.  “I knew you had to be alive somewhere in this realm, so I did what I had to do.  I learned my trade, I made connections, and I got stronger.  There was no way I would last if I didn’t.” He proceeded to shoot me a sly grin.  “What, didn’t think your old man would be able to cut it here?”   
 
    His growth in the realm was impressive... in fact, it looked like he had nearly caught up to my power level, and in a fraction of the time.  I guess he was telling me the truth when he said he was more focused now than he’d ever been....  Was he always like that before the drink had gotten hold of him? 
 
    The two of us prattled on for the next hour as we made our way down the river, always keeping an eye on the river’s edge for any sign of Hilda.  Even with our memories fading, we still managed to recall some of those special times we spent together, times when my mother was there. Those memories... those were etched into our very souls. 
 
    As we traveled, the surrounding trees began to grow denser and the foliage took on a darker hue.  A musty scent also permeated the air, as if we were leaving the comfort of the northern forests for a… less desirable territory. 
 
    Soon, the soil beneath our feet began to soften as the river widened and slowed, its waters permeating the ground as far as the eye could see.  The outlines of the road could still be seen, but they weren’t nearly as noticeable as they were in the woods behind us.  No longer were we traveling in the whimsical comfort of the forest… we’d entered the marshlands. 
 
    “Trollmire…” Salence growled, eyeing the discomfort in my expression as I took in a whiff of the musty air.  “Dangerous lands… especially for those with warm blood.” 
 
    I gave the dragon a solemn nod.  “I’m guessing by the name of it, that this place just might be inhabited by—”  
 
    “Quiet, you two!”  Tham said with urgency as he suddenly leaped from the back of Horus, performing a quick flip and landing at the head of the group, his boots sinking into a puddle of ankle-high water.  Without hesitation, he drew his dagger and held it out in front of him, a runic weapon with a blade the color of bronze. 
 
    His elvish ears perked up attentively as his eyes scanned the horizon, peering between each and every tree.  Something had caught his attention…. Something that his elvish senses had detected that I just could not. 
 
    “Get ready, son,”  Candor whispered as he dismounted from his massive boar.  “The locals are usually smart enough to leave us alone…  but perhaps with you along they’ve changed their mind.” 
 
    I dismissed Zephyr to the winds as I took up a fighting stance next to my father, nevermore forming in my grasp.   
 
    “Stand down, son,” he said, motioning me back.  “We still need to get your armor fixed up… Besides, aren’t you ready to see what your old man can do?” he asked, shooting me a grin before yanking his helm over his face. 
 
    I grinned as I gave the man a nod.  Seeing my father like this was more than I could’ve hoped for….  Hell, I didn’t even have a reason to head back to Earth now! 
 
    The sound of sloshing water beneath lumbering footsteps reached my ears as the supposed threat began to draw close.  Suddenly three towering forms appeared between the trees… creatures covered in sinewy green skin with massive limbs that dangled awkwardly from their shoulders.  Two of the beasts stood nearly eight feet tall, while one of them was well over ten.  They were muscled, bulbous deformations with a stench nearly as putrid as their appearance…  Trolls. 
 
      
 
    Mire Troll 
 
    Lvl 23 
 
      
 
    Mire Troll 
 
    Lvl 23 
 
      
 
    Mire Guardian 
 
    Lvl 28 
 
      
 
    Focusing on us with those sickly dark, green eyes, the trio of trolls began to lumber in our direction, elongated arms swinging wildly at their sides.  For a second, I thought we might be in danger…  I mean, my father was never a fighter back on Earth.   
 
    Then in an instant, he managed to change my mind. 
 
    Candor stepped forward as a spirit aura swirled around his armored form, taking the shape of a mighty translucent bear and bolstering the man’s combat prowess in an instant.  Seemingly unarmed, the spiritwalker extended his gauntlet, calling to his familiar, Sledge.  The rocky lizard responded with vigor, leaping into the man’s grasp as he transformed mid-air into the shape of a mighty warhammer. 
 
    “Damn…” I uttered, mesmerized by my father’s awesome battle pose.  Perhaps I was wrong about my previous assessment of the situation… Those damned trolls didn’t stand a chance! 
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    Action heroes 
 
      
 
    “You’ll regret this!” 
 
    Those were the words my father roared as he charged towards the trio of trolls.  I should’ve been at his side with a blade raised into the air, but my father had insisted that he and Tham handle this…  Plus, I just couldn’t take my eyes off the spectacle unfolding before me.  I couldn’t believe it, but dammit all, my father could fight! 
 
    The spiritwalker charged as he activated his first spirit aura, spirit of the bear. 
 
      
 
    Spiritform: Spirit of the bear 
 
    The spiritwalker calls forth the power of the great bear spirit, greatly bolstering his strength and defense. 
 
      
 
    `A translucent aura swirled around his body, taking the form of a large bear-like apparition that seemed to mimic my father’s movements. Coupled with his warhammer and already imposing size, the man now appeared downright formidable! 
 
    The first troll met Candor’s charge, swinging a sickly green hand in its direction.  Ultimately, it proved futile as Candor’s hammer met the attack, snapping the troll’s arm back and breaking bones with one mighty swing.  The troll let out a howl of pain as a chunk of its health reticle faded, but Candor was far from finished. 
 
    The spiritwalker dropped low, swinging the hammer wide and smashing it into the troll’s exposed knee and knocking the thing off balance.  As it fell to the ground, Candor hoisted his hammer high over his head, activating grizzly strike before smashing the hammer into the troll’s skull.  “Critical hit” flashed above the troll’s body as its skull shattered and brains began to ooze out over the crushed bed of leaves. 
 
    One troll down, two to go. 
 
    Thamriul dashed in to meet the next of the ugly green beasts, grabbing its attention with a flick of his bronze blade. He waved the weapon back and forth, tossing the elongated dagger between his hands as if he was taunting the troll with some unobtainable treasure.  Foolishly, the creature took the bait. 
 
    The troll lunged at the waiting dark elf, stretching its arms out wide in an attempt to snatch the elf up and strangle him.  Unfortunately, the dark elf had other plans.  Thamriul casually tossed his runic dagger into the air a mere second before the troll reached him, causing the weapon to spin end over end just inches above the creature’s head.  Then, before the troll could get its disgusting hands on him, the elf activated his first skill. 
 
      
 
    Blade rush 
 
    The daggermage activates one of the runic markings on his dagger, teleporting to the weapon’s location instantly. 
 
      
 
    The troll’s eyes went wide as Thamriul faded out of view, reappearing above his head with a hand around the hilt of his dagger.  I also noticed that of the four runic markings on the blade, one of them now glowed a faint blue. 
 
    Thamriul fell from the sky, crashing onto the troll’s back as he activated his second skill, rain of blades.  The dark elf plunged his bronze blade into the troll’s back as several mirror copies of the weapon formed around him, each stabbing into the creature’s sinewy green flesh.   
 
    The creature roared in pain as its health reticle quickly depleted, each bronze blade taking a chunk of HP. 
 
    The largest of the trolls, the mire guardian, stepped in to help its falling comrade, swiping at Tham with an oversized hand.  Again, Thamriul threw his runic dagger, this time flinging the blade into a nearby tree before teleporting away to its location.  The third rune marking on the blade lit up with an aetherial glow, nearly encapsulating the dagger in light. 
 
    “Switch!”  Thamriul yelled as he yanked his blade free of the wood, a signal for my father to re-enter the battle.  Candor charged back in with a smile on under his helm, arm raised and hammer resting on his shoulder plate. 
 
    The translucent bear surrounding the man faded as he dismissed his spirit aura and activated another, this time calling forth the translucent form of a wild, sabertooth feline.  Almost immediately the spiritwalker’s speed nearly doubled as he dashed in between the trolls, smashing one of them in the abdomen with his hammer before spinning away and connecting on the other’s skull.   
 
    The trolls, clearly angered by the attack, began swinging wildly at the fast-moving Candor, but the spiritwalker seemed to remain just a step ahead at every strike. 
 
    “Switch!” my father yelled out with vigor, this time calling Thamriul back into the fight.  The daggermage responded with a smile before throwing his runic dagger back into the fray, sticking it directly into the mire guardian’s chest. In an instant, he teleported to the dagger’s location, landing vertically on the creature’s chest. 
 
    With a quick yank and a well-placed flip, Thamriul landed gracefully in front of the now raging mire guardian, runic dagger secured in his grasp. 
 
    The fourth and final rune on the flat of the dagger illuminated, one rune for each use of the elf’s skills.  Suddenly, aetherial magickk poured from the blade, wrapping around Thamriul’s hand and forearm before crawling down the length of the dagger and extending several feet outward.  Thamriul grinned as he lifted the glowing blade into the air, the weapon now appearing more as a glowing longsword rather than a dagger.  “I see you have an ailment,” the dark elf spouted to the trolls, a bit of charm in his voice.  “In fact, you’re looking a bit green…  Perhaps it’s time for surgery!” 
 
    I immediately turned to my father.  “Did he just...” 
 
    “I’ve been telling him about Earth culture,” my dad half-yelled, half-whispered back.  “And about those corny taglines in old-school action movies.  It’s a work in progress...  just let him have his fun.” 
 
    I chuckled, then turned back to observe Tham in action.  If what I witnessed was fun, then I never wanted to cross a dark elf. 
 
    Thamriul spun in between the two remaining trolls, slashing his blade with surgical precision.  He ducked the swing of a fist before sliding behind the lesser of the two creatures and slicing it behind the knee.   
 
    As it stumbled, he leaped onto the creature’s back, running the length of its spine before diving into the clutches of the mire guardian. 
 
    Again, his glowing blade struck with deadly accuracy as he slashed the troll across the throat before using the weight of his jump to plant two feet firmly into the creature’s chest.  A quick push-off sent the beast crashing onto its back as Thamriul did a full backflip before landing gracefully on two feet. 
 
    “Time to finish this,” said Candor as he trudged over to the fallen mire troll. Switching back to bear aura, the spiritwalker heaved his hammer into the air before smashing into the gurgling troll’s forehead, again and again until its health reticle faded.  
 
    The last remaining troll rose on one foot, attempting to flee as it dragged its damaged leg behind it.  It had just witnessed its leader get smashed to pieces and no longer wanted anything to do with the fearsome duo.  Unfortunately for him, there would be no escape.   
 
    Tham nodded at my father, then promptly leaped onto the face of his massive warhammer, falling into a crouch as he held his runic blade at his side.  With a heave, my father launched his elvish companion into the air, sending the daggermage spiraling towards the fleeing troll at breakneck speed. 
 
    SLICE! 
 
    Thamriul’s glowing blade sliced through the troll’s neck like a knife through butter, removing the creature’s head and the remainder of its hit points.  With a final flip, he landed several feet in front of the creature’s body before turning and shooting my dad a wink.  I couldn’t hide the massive grin on my face as I watched the two fight in unison.  Hell, I almost wanted to clap at the pair’s impressive display of force! 
 
    “Didn’t think your ole dad could pull something like that off, did ya?” he said as he dismissed Sledge back into his rocky lizard form. 
 
    “Honesty... no,” I said, quite surprised with how well my father fought.  “The last time I saw you, things weren’t... well they weren’t very—” 
 
    “Things were as they were,” my father interrupted, placing a hand on each of my shoulders.  “I was lost, son.  I wasn’t the man that I should’ve been... I wasn’t a father that you deserved.” My father’s words were full of passion as he spoke, his eyes still wide and alert from the adrenaline coursing through him. 
 
    Despite the lump forming in my throat, I tried to force out a response.  “Dad, I...” 
 
    “No, Adam.  This needs to be said.  I won’t allow myself to become the man that I was back on Earth.  This game... this world has given me a new lease on life, a chance to change, to be the man that I know I can be.  Son... no matter what happens this time around, I promise that I’m going to be there for you.”   
 
    My gaze shifted to my father’s face where tears now freely flowed down his cheeks… and in that instant, in that briefest of moments, I felt like everything was going to be ok. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    With the trolls quite dead and an apparent lack of enemies in sight, we continued on through the marshlands.  Occasionally we spotted another one of the green behemoths eyeing us from afar, but Thamriul had made gruesomely certain that no other troll would dare attack.  Strapped to his back, he carried the severed arm of the mire guardian, its dead skin pale from a lack of blood.  
 
    “Trolls are territorial creatures, but they also live under a very tribal hierarchy,” he said, motioning over to a pair of the ugly creatures eyeing us from between a pair of rotting trees.  “They won’t attack someone that’s recently slain one of their chiefs... even an outsider like ourselves.  It’s a strange behavior, I know, but it’s something that seems to be hardwired into their brains, like an inferiority complex.  Either way, we should be safe ‘til we reach the city.” 
 
    “Well, that’s reassuring,” I replied, briefly making eye contact with a rather large troll off in the distance.  I only wished that the limb strapped to his back didn’t smell so damn bad. 
 
    Thankfully, we didn’t have much farther to go before we were out of the Trollmire and into an area a bit less swampy.  “Do you really think Hilda could’ve ended up down here?”  I asked, taking a quick look around at the strange, low-hanging foliage dangling from the trees. 
 
    “The river would’ve washed her up somewhere in the marshes,” my father replied.  “If we didn’t spot her yet, then the only logical explanation is that she followed the road south.” 
 
    Suddenly, I began to grow anxious.  “You don’t think the trolls...” 
 
    “Not likely,” Thamriul cut in.  “It was already quite bold of them to attack us on the road like that.  There’s no way they would’ve pulled a stunt like that twice, even if it was only a lone traveler.” 
 
    Before I could respond, my father steered Horus alongside me.  “Don’t worry, son, if she went anywhere, it would be there,” he said before pointing a gloved finger farther south.   
 
    I averted my gaze to the clearing up ahead, and the massive structure that sat at its center.  A massive stone wall stretched in an enormous circle, its top lined with sharp spikes and a series of guard posts spread throughout.  Beyond the wall I spotted a number of stone structures reaching towards the sky… buildings that had no business standing in the soft, water-soaked earth.  I took in the spectacle before focusing my gaze forward.  At the center of the outlying wall sat a giant iron gate sealed by two doors that were covered in green runic markings.  Considering the path that we had traveled, I never would have guessed that this place sat in the heart of the marshlands… but here we were.  We had reached Yggrash. 
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    The Price of Progress 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened as I marveled at the rustic stone city sitting at the heart of the marshlands.  “I did not expect to see this here,” I admitted as we began our trek towards the gate. 
 
    “It’s quite the place,” my father added.  “From what I’ve learned, the place is built atop a channel of magickkal runes that keep it from sinking into the ground. It’s actually pretty neat!  Oh, and the folk here are rather helpful.  The city is under the protection of this guild called the Tidecallers.” 
 
    “The... Tidecallers?”  I asked, recalling a number of strange encounters I had with the guild’s members. 
 
    My father nodded.  “They’re a bit of a... unique bunch, but they seem like good people.  Although I do wish they would take better care of their lawn.” 
 
    Their… lawn?  I thought on it for a second, trying to understand what the hell my dad meant.  Then it dawned on me.  “Wait... did you just hit me with a Dad joke?” 
 
    Thamriul immediately leaped in between us.  “Do not dishonor your father with such questions!  He has spoken to me at length about the subtle art of the Dad joke, a sacred practice used among Earth’s elite.  Being an Earth boy, I thought you would know better.” 
 
    “Well then,” I responded, completely dumbfounded by the elf’s heated response.  I didn’t know what in the world my dad had been telling Tham, but judging by the massive grin on his bearded face, there was plenty more to come.   
 
    Such was the price for adventuring alongside your father. 
 
    As we approached the gate, a guard outfitted in blue scale armor emerged and greeted us with a wave.  The man wore a pointed helm that rested over his eyes, coming to an end just under the bridge of his nose.  In his grasp he held a long spear with a hook-shaped point and on his back was a long, pale blue cape with a depiction of tentacles inked into the fabric. 
 
    This man was an officer of the Tidecallers. 
 
    “Welcome back, Sir Candor,” the man said, tipping his spear in salute. 
 
    “Greygor!  Great to see you again, friend!” my father responded as he gave the man a quick pat on the back. “I’m not used to seeing you on guard duty.  Running a bit short-staffed?” 
 
    Greygor shook his head.  “Just giving the men at the gate a bit of a break.  We had a group of l’karri nomads heckling them at the perimeter the past two days... kept everyone on edge, ya know?” Greygor’s gaze shifted as he gave me a quick inspection.  “So... who’s the newcomer?” he asked, nodding in my direction. 
 
    Candor beamed.  “That, Greygor, is my son.” 
 
    “Your son?!” Greygor said with earnest excitement.  “Well I’ll be damned... you found him!  You found the lad after all!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of my father searching for me amongst the tidecallers.  Hell, I bet he would’ve searched among the l’karri lizardmen if someone told him there was a chance I was one of them.  
 
    Instinctively I reached out to the tidecaller for a handshake, but Greygor didn’t respond.  Instead, his eyes narrowed as his gaze settled on the raven insignia now visible on my wrist. 
 
    “Hmph.... raven,” he spat, his demeanor quickly shifting.  With everything that had transpired, I hadn’t even realized that I was still a member of that blasted organization... an organization whose leaders had just actively sought to kill me. 
 
    “Not anymore,” I said in defiance, hastily raising my marked wrist into the air. 
 
    “Is that so?” the Tidecaller responded, not trying to hide his doubt. 
 
    Without hesitating, I pulled up my character menu and scrolled through the list of options. 
 
      
 
    Guild: Ravenflight 
 
    Rank: Member 
 
      
 
    Leave Guild? 
 
    Yes / No 
 
      
 
    Without so much as a pause, without an inkling of reconsideration, I ended my membership with Ravenflight, the guild of shadows and blades... and damn did it feel good! 
 
    Suddenly, the insignia on my wrist began to glow with bright, violet light as a burning pain scaled the surface of my arm.  I cried out in agony as the pain grew more severe and two parallel lines of smoke began to emanate from my wrist. 
 
    Candor lurched forward, panicked and ready to offer aid, but Greygor held him back.  Judging by the grim look on the tidecaller’s face, it was apparent he had witnessed something like this before. 
 
    “Hold on, boy,” Greygor instructed.  “The pain will pass in a moment.” 
 
    “What.... the hell... is happening!?” I asked through clenched teeth as the pain forced me to my knees.  My familiars began to race about nervously, clearly disturbed by my current situation.  I needed something, anything to stop this damned burning! 
 
    “There is a price for leaving a guild like the ravens,” Greygor shouted as he kept the others at bay.  “They do this as a reminder.... a reminder of the pain they’ll bring to any who choose to abandon their ranks… the mark of the mercenary.” 
 
    “They didn’t bother mentioning that when I signed up,” I choked out as my vision began to blur.  Several agonizing seconds passed by as I continued to writhe on the ground, until finally the pain began to subside. 
 
    Greygor shrugged.  “What did you expect from a bunch of guys that run around in the shadows glorifying a death bird.  I mean, really the only reason they helped save Karrihdan from the fires of the great red those many years ago was to try to paint themselves in a different light.  Guess it worked a little.” 
 
    With the pain finally over, I rose back to my feet and inspected my once-smoldering wrist.  The spot where the insignia once sat was now just a charred, indistinguishable scar... a symbol to remind me of my foolish misplaced trust in the guild.  Dammit all, I should’ve seen the signs... the secretiveness, the misdirection, the vicious nature with which they executed their missions... 
 
    A gentle hand rested on my shoulder, pulling me from my temporary dive into self-pity. I turned my head to see Candor gazing down at me with a look only a concerned father could give.   I wanted to tell him that the pain I had felt was just a part of this world, a part that I’d come to accept.  I wanted to tell him that such pain had hardened me...  Instead, I settled on a disarming smile. 
 
    “Are you well?” Thamriul asked, a look of boredom beginning to emerge on the dark elf’s angular face.  I would’ve assumed someone with such a prolonged lifespan would possess a bit more patience. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, taking a final look at my new scar before setting my sights on the city’s open gates.  “I’m much better now.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Leaving Greygor at the gate, Thamriul, Candor and myself made our way into the heart of the Yggrash.  Second only to Karrihdan, the city sported short, yet elegant buildings crafted from pale stone, and roadways that were paved smoother than elf skin.  Many of the structures in Yggrash were decorated in masterful carvings, be it finely detailed sea creatures, unfamiliar symbols or even the occasional gargoyle... 
 
    Dammit, seeing a stone gargoyle perched atop one of the nearby buildings immediately brought Helena to the forefront of my thoughts.  We’d left her somewhere in the halls of Ravenhold, at the mercy of those bastards.  My only hope was that she found some way to escape before the Asurans got their claws into her. 
 
    “Are you good, Adam?” my father asked, clearly seeing my change in posture.  It was oddly refreshing having people who were older and wiser so concerned about my well-being.  The others had seen me as a leader and often sought strength in me, a position that could be quite tiring. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied.  “So, what makes this place so special?” 
 
    Candor grinned.  “Well, I arrived in Aetheria near the coast, alone and without resources.  I was fighting for my life out in the wild... I’ll tell ya, son, I nearly died on at least three separate occasions!  Luckily, Greygor and a few of the other tidecallers were scouting the area.  They brought me back to Yggrash, clothed and fed me, and even offered to help me master some of my skills.” 
 
    “They did?” I asked, unable to mask the disbelief in my tone.  After my experiences with the Tidecaller guild, I had just assumed them all to be some strange cult. 
 
    “They’re a good group of guys,” my father went on.  “And it turns out that the source of my power comes from one of the same god creatures that they worship... Vorghan, god of the great marsh.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow.  “I, uh... I know my memory is a bit unreliable, but I don’t remember you ever being religious.” 
 
    Candor grinned.  “I wasn’t, but the class I selected was of the primal domain, which it turns out draws some of its power from godly sources.” 
 
    I nodded, taking in all the valuable information my father had to offer.  It was clear that his early experiences in Aetheria had been drastically differed from my own, and the fresh perspective that he had on the world had piqued my interest. 
 
    Soon, we arrived at a spot near the center of the city, a place Thamriul had referred to as the highwave district.  The place was quite active, with a number of city-goers traveling in and out of buildings on either side of the street.  To our left was a grand building of stone with a pair of stone-carved tentacles arching over the entrance... the Tidecallers’ local guild hall.  Beyond that was a square building with robed men chatting about near its entrance.  It was a place I immediately recognized as a temple of Vorghan, having stayed at one during my time in Airrigar. 
 
    “We should stop by the guild hall first,” Candor suggested as he turned to make his way towards the building’s archway.  “They’re the best resource we have here.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied.  “But I’m not quite sure that this situation calls for it.” 
 
    My father paused as he shot me a perplexed look.   “What do you mean, Adam?” 
 
    “All I’m saying is that if all my years of online adventuring has taught me anything, it’s that there’s always one place you should start when digging for info.” 
 
    “And where might that be?” Thamriul cut in. 
 
    I grinned before pointing across the street to a rustic, wooden building with a steady stream of patrons moving in and out of its doors.  “The tavern, of course.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    My father eyed me warily as we made our way towards the city’s largest tavern, a place dubbed “The Seafarer’s Folly.”  He didn’t say anything, but the look he was giving me was more than enough to tell me exactly what was on his mind.  “You don’t have to come in,” I said.  “I can handle—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he replied, cutting me off before I could finish my statement.  “I’ve fought this battle and won... I won’t be tempted by another damn drink again... besides, I gotta keep an eye on you.  You’re still not old enough to drink as it is.” 
 
    I turned and gave my father a discerning look until finally his mouth stretched into a smile.  With all of the things I’d done in this world, me having a drink should’ve been the least of his worries! 
 
    We entered the bar and quickly found ourselves a table, weaving in and out of drunkards and an overworked barmaid who rushed by with a pair of mugs clasped tightly in each hand.  Thamriul and I each ordered a mug of ale, though Tham was the only person that touched his.  My father had proudly ordered a tall glass of water, even if it drew a perplexing look from the barmaid.  As we sat, I scanned the tavern, looking for signs, for any clue or point of interest that might work as a starting point to investigate Hilda’s whereabouts. 
 
    Many moments passed as my eyes wandered from table to table and my ears eavesdropped on over a dozen conversations not worth listening to.  I’d even sent Razyr to sniff about the tavern, but he had no luck either. 
 
    Then I noticed him. 
 
    Standing at the bar was a peculiar-looking man, a fellow dressed in fine-looking leathers with long blonde hair that fell beyond his shoulders.  He’d started to draw a crowd around him as he spoke, moving his hands in frantic motions before pointing to an item tied to his waist. 
 
    The onlookers cooed as he gave them a glimpse of the item, the man clearly proud of his new catch. 
 
    I rose from my seat and took a step towards the small crowd, a bit curious as to what the man was wielding, though my curiosity was soon replaced with shock, and then with rage. 
 
    The item that the man was showing off was a finely crafted weapon... a blade that I had laid eyes on before.  In that bastard’s grasp was Hilda’s blade, Dragon Dance. 
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    Bar Fight! 
 
      
 
    “You bastard,” I muttered as I trudged towards the man.  He was toting her blade around as if he had pried it from the clutches of some dungeon beast, as if he’d earned the weapon himself.... It didn’t look nearly as impressive in the hands of this thief, its flames dissipated, and its luster gone.  No, this weapon was soulbound to Hilda, and only in her hands could it shine.  Still, that didn’t stop him from flaunting it…  dammit all, if he had done anything to hurt her, then I was going to shove that blade down his throat! 
 
    “Adam, what are you doing?” my father called out, his voice trailing as the anger began to overtake my other thoughts.  I could feel Kord’s trepidation prodding at my emotions and Razyr’s sense of justice trying to calm my nerves, but it was no use.  Right now, I was channeling the draconic fury of Salence. 
 
    With fists clenched at my sides, I forced myself into the small circle of men until I was face-to-face with the sword wielder. To my left stood a half-drunk human and a scruffy-looking dwarf, and to my right was a pair of what I could only assume were half-elves, and each of them had their eyes locked on me. 
 
    Casually, the man with the blade placed his back against the wooden bar and shot me a disarming glance.  “Can I help you, boy?” he asked, putting extra emphasis on the boy part and rousing a chuckle from the pair on the left. 
 
    “Where the hell did you get that sword,” I growled, using every bit of restraint I had to keep from reaching out and throttling the fool. 
 
    “Found it in a dungeon,” he said calmly.  “Snatched it right out of some filthy creature’s hoard.”  A few of the other men crossed their arms, as if they were just waiting for me to refute his statement. 
 
    “Liar!” I shot back, taking another step in the man’s direction.  “I know the true owner of that blade.  Where is the woman you took that sword from?  What did you do to her?” 
 
    The man shrugged.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  Like I said, I found this blade in a dungeon’s treasure hoard.  Only thing that makes sense to me is that girl you’re talkin bout met her end somewhere in the halls of the dungeon, which would make this blade fair game.” 
 
    I met the man’s gaze with a furious stare, but he remained cool and calm as he stared back at me.  This bastard was lying... I just knew he was.  I could feel it in my bones.  Still, I had to find a way to prove it. 
 
    The four other men surrounding us began to move in as they sensed the tension in the air begin to rise.  Likewise, Thamriul and my father rose from their seats and began to approach the area, concern etched into each of their expressions. 
 
    Dammit all, I couldn’t just attack this man without proof, especially if I didn’t want to end up in prison... again.  My eyes scanned the blade, then the man’s torso, searching for a clue, for anything that would.... 
 
    I froze as my gaze rested on a symbol tattooed into the man’s neck.  Previously it had been hidden under the collar of his shirt, but a slight shift in the man’s posture had left the symbol revealed for all to see... a pair of coins split by a single dagger.  This man, this liar, was part of the goddamned thieves’ guild! 
 
    My anger boiled over as Salence entered my back as a ball of light.  I no longer considered the consequences of what I was about to do, not for a single second.  This bastard had done something to Hilda, had stolen her blade... and I was going to beat the truth out of him. 
 
    “Now just wait a—” Those were all the words the thief got out before my fist connected perfectly with his right cheek, snapping his head back and sending his body crashing into the bar.  His drunk human friend immediately lunged at me with a wobbly fist, but I easily ducked the blow, hooking the man under the arm and hoisting him into the air with Salence’s boost in strength.  With a mighty toss, I flung the spindly man several feet into the air, sending him crashing through a table occupied by a trio of inebriated dwarves.  One of them immediately stood up, stumbled to the left and cracked an unsuspecting man over the head with his drink.  Chaos began to erupt as tavern-goers took rise from their seats and let the alcohol take control of their actions. 
 
    It was on... bar fight! 
 
    The pair of half-elves began an attack from behind, bludgeoning my back and my head with their fists as they attempted to force me to the ground.  Instincts took over as I ducked away before throwing my right foot into the air, crushing one of the half-elves with a well-placed side kick. 
 
    My father leapt in to intercept the other half-elf, scooping him up in a bear hug before suplexing him onto the top of the bar.   Suddenly, the sound of breaking glass met my ear, causing me to turn around and meet my newest attacker.   
 
    The scruffy-looking dwarf, the fourth and final companion of the thief, now approached.  In his hand he held an empty bottle of wine by its neck, the end shattered to create a series of sharp, gleaming points. 
 
    “I’m gonna bleed ya out, boy,” the dwarf threatened before taking a feigned jab in my direction with the broken glass.  Perhaps he thought he was going to scare me into backing off, but all he managed to do was show me just how slow his movements were... and I was all speed. 
 
    The dwarf lunged in again with the glass, this time fully extending as he tried to slash away at my stomach. I easily dodged the blow, stepping back just out of range as I grabbed on to the dwarf’s wrist.  With a quick show of force, I slammed his hand into the side of the bar, loosening his grip on the broken bottle until it fell to the floor.  The dwarf growled in anger before swiping at me with his free hand, but again I was just too damn fast.  
 
    I released his wrist and took a step back, avoiding his reach as he grabbed nothing but air.  Then, with movements too quick for him to follow, I reached forward and grabbed the dwarf by his god-forsaken beard. 
 
    “Let that go!” he howled as I gave the scraggly hair a yank, then again nearly pulling the dwarf off his feet.  Before he could get his hands on me, I yanked down on his beard as I simultaneously thrust my knee upward, connecting with the drunkard’s hairy chin. 
 
    The word “stunned” flashed over his head as his body went limp before crashing into the wooden floor.   
 
    “Everybody on the ground, now!” came the shouts from a group of Tidecaller guards as they entered the tavern, hooked tridents in their grasp.  Dammit, I couldn’t afford to deal with the local authorities... not with Hilda so close! 
 
    As the guards filtered into the tavern and began breaking up fights, I scanned for the errant sword thief.  It had only been a moment since things had taken a turn for the worse.  He had to be in the tavern somewhere... 
 
    There!  With a look of fear, the thief glanced in my direction before hopping the bar and scampering into the back room, yanking a frail wooden door closed behind him.  If he thought he would be getting away that easy, then this fool had another thing coming. 
 
    I leapt the bar in pursuit of the thief, ignoring the calls of the guards as they made their way through the ruckus.   
 
    “Get back here!” I yelled, bursting through the flimsy wooden door that led to a steep set of stairs.  Without hesitating I leaped down the staircase, landing on the stone below with a thud.  My knees groaned in protest and the soles of my feet burned with the pain from the jump, but my HP loss was nearly unnoticeable, so I continued pursuit. 
 
    As I entered the lower level, I spotted giant metal racks sporting wooden barrels of wine lining either side room.  A pungent, fruity smell permeated the air as I made my way between the racks, along with the distinct smell of alcohol.  He’d fled to the wine cellar... I had him trapped. 
 
    Without hesitation, I activated my skill master of the hunt.  Suddenly, the soft glow of past footsteps illuminated in my vision, along with a faint movement in the air.  The footsteps seemed to dart all around the cellar, though exactly where they stopped was indistinguishable.  I was certain he was down here somewhere, but where…  If only I’d increased my skill past rank 2, then I might be able to pinpoint his exact location. 
 
    With haste, I darted to the end of the cellar and made my way around one of the racks, expecting to see the man on the other side, but was met with nothing but a plain stone wall.   
 
    A scraping sound caught my ear, so I spun on my heel, simultaneously calling nevermore into my grasp.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t the thief. 
 
    “Razyr?” I asked, immediately feeling a bit of shame as I realized I had left the drake behind upstairs. 
 
    “You left me... with the drunks,” he growled as Kord appeared by his side and let out a disapproving croak. 
 
    “Sorry, guys,” I said, before rushing past the two familiars and darting across to the other side of the cellar.  That man was my only tie to Hilda... I had to find him! 
 
    After a moment of searching, I quickly came to the conclusion that the cellar was empty... but how?  I’d kept my eyes on the stairs, so he couldn’t have fled back to the bar, and my tracking skill sure as hell didn’t lie...  Dammit all, what was going on? 
 
    I began to make a second pass through the cellar when I noticed Kord doing something strange to one of the oversized wine barrels.  The nature familiar had latched his long tongue to the barrel’s handle and had proceeded to yank with all his might, nearly pulling the lid ajar. 
 
    “Kord!”  I yelled, dashing over to put a stop to the overly curious creature.  If he happened to pull the lid off of a barrel that size, then we’d surely be drenched in.... I paused as a look of astonishment stretched across my face.  The lid to the giant wine barrel flung open, but not a single drop of wine spilled out.  Instead, I found myself looking into an empty barrel that housed some sort of secret passage, a small opening with a ladder leading further into the city’s depths. 
 
    Just then I turned to the nature familiar and shot him an apologetic look.  “You know Kord, I could kiss you right now.”  And though the frog was surely no prince, he responded with an emphatic croak.   
 
    I took a final look at the staircase leading back up to the tavern.  My father had likely got caught up in the commotion caused by the arrival of the guard.  No matter.... I was fast.  In moments I’d chase down that damned thief and wrestle Hilda’s whereabouts from him.   Then I’d grab my father and Tham and we could spring her out together.   
 
    A growing warmth from Salence’s dragon Aether told me he agreed with that plan.  I rather enjoyed maintaining a bond with the dragon familiar.  It was empowering, to say the least. 
 
    With little time to spare, I gathered Kord and Razyr onto my shoulders, and together we descended the ladder into the city’s depths. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Morose walked with purpose through the rows of containment chambers, eyes darting eyes darting back and forth as he eyed the contents of each chamber.  Inside each glass shell sat a Sprite, a small manifestation of Aether ripped from the clutches of their bonded heroes, their energy drained to fuel his master’s dark desires. 
 
    “It appears that the sprites have remained stable, at least for now,” a tall, gaunt man said as he rushed to reach Morose’s side.  “As long we keep their bonded imprisoned nearby, these sprites should continue to fuel all of the Aether you need for, a.... whatever it is that you’re doing.”  The man shifted uncomfortably as Morose glanced his way before rubbing his sweaty palms across his many-pocketed alchemist’s jacket.   
 
    “Good,” Morose finally replied.  “Inform me the moment anything changes.  Vexes requires a sustainable source of Aether, and I will not be the one to feel his wrath if this fails.” 
 
    “Y-yes sir,” the man responded, stiffening as Morose turned to exit the room.  Suddenly, the door to the chamber burst open as a member of the raven guard charged in.   
 
    “Sir!” he hollered, correcting his posture and giving the assassin a stiff salute.  “He’s been spotted by one of our ravens, in the city of Yggrash... Tidecaller territory.” 
 
    “Who?” Morose asked, though he was certain he already knew the answer to the question. 
 
    The raven guard took a loud gulp before responding.  “Zander Darkblade, sir.”   
 
    Morose clenched his fists as the man’s name entered his ears.  That damned elusive slayer... the one who had turned his back to him, who’d turned his back on a chance of real power.   
 
    “Go,” Morose hissed.  “Get my strike force ready.” 
 
    The guard nodded.  “Should I give them any specific instructions, sir?” 
 
    “Yes,” the assassin replied.  “Tell them to come fully armed, to meet me at the front gate... Tell them we’re going hunting.” 
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    The thrill of the Hunt 
 
      
 
    I landed in a crouch as my boots hit the floor, taking care to make as little noise as possible.  I wasn’t sure what I was walking into, but I had the element of surprise and I fully intended to keep it. 
 
    I gave myself a quick look over before proceeding forward.  Unfortunately, my damaged armor was still strapped to Horus, so I was feeling more than a little vulnerable.  Currently, I wore the tall leather boots and dark trousers from my dress attire but had substituted the blue overcoat for a plain black, cotton shirt.  I also kept my raven cloak on, if only for the slight magickal boost in dexterity it offered.  I might’ve been done with Ravenflight, but dammit all, that didn’t mean I had to give up the stuff they’d gifted me. 
 
    Up ahead was what appeared to be a rather long stretching tunnel, with sconces lining either side of the stone wall.  Small bits of magickkal blue flame danced in the sconces, illuminating the hall with an unnaturally bright glow.  It was evident that this wasn’t just some ordinary cellar.  No, this was an expertly crafted tunnel somehow built right in the depths of the marshes! 
 
    “Zander, I sense something down here... old magickk.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” I replied before letting out a lengthy sigh.  It just couldn’t be as easy as chasing down a thief, getting the blade back and rescuing the girl.  No, there just had to be a secret underground lair beneath the wine cellar filled with who knows what... 
 
    Still determined to find the man quickly, I paced down the long stone hall, keeping close to the wall in case the thief had a surprise or two waiting for me.  My mind immediately thought back to those old-school dungeon games, with halls filled with trapdoors and spike traps and the always-popular giant descending boulder. Thankfully, this did not appear to be one of those places. 
 
    Eventually the hall ended, emptying out into a large circular room with walls of stone and lavish red carpets decorating the stone floor.  An open doorway lay adjacent to me on either side of the room, while directly in front of me sat a large pair of iron doors... and leaning on those doors was none other than the elusive sword thief. 
 
    “You idiot,” he spat, a wide grin stretching across on his face despite the swelling in his cheek from where I punched him.  “I can’t believe you followed me down here... Ah well, at least we can drain those sprites of yours, and I’m certain that cloak you’re wearing will fetch a coin or two.” 
 
    “You’ll have nothing,” I said, walking defiantly into the center of the room. “Now I’m going to ask you one more time. Where is—” 
 
    “You’ll ask me nothing, slayer,” the thief interrupted.  “Now, farewell.”   
 
    Without hesitating, the thief yanked open one of the iron doors and began to slip his way inside.  Once again, he was trying to flee, but I didn’t plan on letting that happen. 
 
    I tried to throw a slayer’s mark onto the man, planning to shadowshift to his position and cut him down, but for some reason the damn skill failed!  The word “dispelled” hung over my head for a second before fading from view as a ring on the man’s finger shined with a faint glint.  Then with a wry grin he slammed the iron door shut, once again leaving me just a step behind. 
 
    Dammit, dammit, dammit!  Why the hell was I having such a hard time chasing this guy down?  Hilda’s life could very well be on the line! 
 
    “Focus... Zander.  We can do this,” Razyr said, clearly recognizing my frustration.   
 
    “You’re right,” I replied, actively working to keep my emotions in check.  “Let’s just bust this door down and—” 
 
    “Oh you’re not going anywhere, little man,” a voice hollered, interrupting me for what seemed like the hundredth time.  
 
    I paused, letting out another sigh before peering down the hallway to the left.  Approaching was a trio of men, two humans and one burly half-ogre, each strapped in leather armor with iron blades dangling at their sides.  I gave them a quick inspection.  
 
      
 
    Burnes 
 
    Lvl 19 Rogue 
 
      
 
    Zeb 
 
    Lvl 22 Rogue  
 
      
 
    Bruno  
 
    Half-Ogre  
 
    Lvl 35 Barbarian  
 
      
 
    Each of them wore the symbol of the thieves’ guild proudly on their leather armor, a sure sign that I’d stumbled into one of their strongholds. 
 
    “Behind you,” Razyr whispered, signaling to me that a fourth member of the guild approached from the opposite hall. I nodded, and he and Kord turned to face the last assailant.  They’d be able to at least keep him busy while I took care of the other three. 
 
    “Look guys,” I said, trying to remain calm.  I knew reasoning with these guys was futile, but I just couldn’t help but try.  “I’m just here to—” 
 
    “We know who you are.  You are the one who stole what was stolen.  You dishonored our guild mates in Airrigar.” 
 
    My eyes went wide with disbelief.  “You can’t be serious?!  You mean the festival in Airrigar?  Your buddies tried to take my money.  I only retrieved what was taken from me!” 
 
    The thief, Zeb, nodded as if he agreed with what I was saying, but the sour look on his scarred-up face said otherwise.  “That may be, but stealing back an item that was stolen by a member of the thieves’ guild is the ultimate dishonor.  It is the greatest slap in the face any man can give to one of ours.  Your actions have made us look weak… Unfortunately, we cannot let you live.” 
 
    They could not be serious… they’d stolen from me first.  These damned idiots!  I shook my head as I began to approach the man, odds be damned. “Oh, you better hope I don’t survive this,” I growled, shadows beginning to swirl in my palm. 
 
    “And why’s that?” Zeb asked, feigning concern. 
 
    “Because I’m tired of thieves, tired of chasing people and so damn tired of being interrupted!”  With that, I leapt at the trio, nevermore forming in my grasp. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I was unarmored and outnumbered, but this wasn’t a fight that I could run from...  that just meant I had to fight smart.  I was going to get to the other side of that door. 
 
    My eyes scanned the area as I rapidly approached the trio, all the while putting a quick battle plan together in my head.  Then without hesitation, I acted. 
 
    I dashed forward into the half-ogre’s reach, causing the beastly man to take an errant swing at my head.  Just as his fist came down, I shadowshifted behind Burnes, the weaker of the rogues positioned to the right.  The men seemed to blink in confusion as my body phased away… Clearly, my quick displacement had thrown the thieves off, giving me just the opening I needed. 
 
    Before Burnes could turn, I gripped the hilt of nevermore in both hands and swung downward with all my might.  The flat of the blade connected with his ankle, sweeping his legs with tremendous force and rotating the man 180 degrees in the air.  His body hung there for less than a second before crashing into the ground, putting all of his weight into his head as it smashed into the stone floor.  His skull made a sickening thud as his body went limp and the once full health reticle drastically shortened.  Without hesitating, I stabbed the blade downward into the man’s chest, eliminating the remainder of his meager hit points.  One down, three to go. 
 
    The half-ogre got his bearings and turned to his left, yanking what appeared to be an oversized butcher’s knife from his belt.  The edge was chipped, and signs of rust showed on the dull metal, but I was still quite certain that he could cleave an ox in half with that thing, much less my unarmored body. 
 
    Before the half-ogre could land a proper strike, I shadowshifted again, this time phasing to the opposite side of the hall behind Zeb.  Zeb seemed more prepared for my arrival, and quickly slashed his sword at my neck. 
 
    Acting purely on instinct, I swung nevermore high, deflecting the man’s attack away before immediately throwing a knee into his gut.  The thief tried to back away as he struggled to suck in air, but a quick foot stomp held him in place, just in range for my next strike. 
 
    Still reeling from the knee, Zeb was barely able to bring his blade up as I brought nevermore back in, slashing downward and opening a gruesome wound on Zeb’s chest.  The rogue clutched his grievous wound as his health reticle dwindled, eyeing me with fear before stumbling to the stone floor in a gurgling heap. 
 
    Amidst the battle I spotted Razyr and Kord tangling with the thief that had approached from the opposite hall.  Kord had used his long tongue to entangle the man’s wrists, while Razyr bit down on the back of his neck.  With the half-ogre quickly approaching and time running short, I opened my palm and let loose my lone projectile spell to give them a hand. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Spike 
 
    The slayer manifests a sharp spike of shadow energy in his hand that he can launch at his target with high velocity.  At high levels, this spike can pierce medium-grade armor. 
 
      
 
    My shadow spike traveled across the room at blinding speed, stabbing into the man’s right eye and eliciting a howl of pain as he crashed to the stone.  It didn’t kill him, but it certainly gave my familiars the edge that they needed.  Damn, I was almost beginning to regret not using that skill more often... it was effective! 
 
    My eyes reverted back to the half-ogre just in time to avoid another swing of his rusty butcher’s blade.   
 
    “Puny man!  Stay still!” he yelled, his barbaric eyes filled with rage as he continued his pursuit. 
 
    Again, and again he swung the blade, forcing me to duck and dodge as we danced across the room.  He was higher level and judging by his size, he likely possessed insurmountable strength.  Hell, if it wasn’t for my superior dexterity, I would’ve damn well been cut in two! 
 
    The half-ogre grew angry and chopped away with a powerful overhead strike, missing my quick-moving form and overcompensating in the process.  I capitalized on the brute’s overextension, dashing in past his defenses and stabbing nevermore into his side with all of my might. 
 
    His health reticle barely diminished. 
 
    “Weak!” Bruno the half-ogre yelled before using his bulbous free fist to backhand me across the room.  My body slammed into the nearby wall, momentarily blurring my vision as my HP dwindled by 20.  Dammit all, was this guy ever strong! 
 
    “Razyr, I need you!” I yelled instinctively, unable to take my eyes off the charging half-ogre. 
 
    “A little busy, Zander,” the drake replied, clearly still struggling with the lone rogue on the opposite side of the room.  Looks like it was just me and Salence. 
 
    My mind raced as I cycled through my remaining skills, searching for something, anything that might give me an edge.  The brute had already absorbed a direct blow to the side and had barely seemed affected, and I didn’t have all damn day to try and pick him apart... it was time to unleash death’s embrace. 
 
      
 
    Death’s Embrace  
 
    The slayer draws residual dark power from his recent kills, creating a deadly aura that briefly increases the slayer’s combat effectiveness.  This skill uses the remainder of the slayer’s mana pool. 
 
      
 
    My mana pool emptied as dark energy cascaded over my body, an energy created from the very essence of death that permeated the room.  My eyes turned a milky white as my muscles tightened and death’s embrace took its hold.  My mind was clear, and my focus was singular... the brute in front of me had to die by my hand. 
 
    I launched myself at Bruno the half-ogre, reaching down and scooping up Zeb’s discarded sword without losing a step.  With a borrowed blade now in my left and nevermore in my right, I launched myself at the brute. 
 
    Bruno grinned as I darted within his attack range, swinging his cleaver in a wide horizontal arc.  Normally, the well-placed strike would’ve halted my approach, but this time was different.  I watched as the blade slowly approached my chest, eyeing the attack as if I was watching it occur in slow motion...  I could easily predict the blade’s path, could see the exact point of contact where the sharp metal would meet my flesh.  Clearly the aura provided by death’s embrace had pushed my battle senses to an entirely different level. 
 
    I leaped over Bruno’s swinging blade with ease, landing at his side before going to work with a series of vicious slashes.  Each strike diminished only a small amount of the half-ogre’s HP, but it was a fact… lose enough blood and even the toughest of foes would drop. 
 
    Bruno swung his cleaver back in the opposite direction, this time taking aim at my neck.  Again, I avoided the blow with an effortless dodge before slashing away at his chest with profound speed. 
 
    “Damn you!” Bruno roared as he stumbled back on his heels, blood leaking from at least a dozen different cuts on his body.  His HP was dwindling fast from his numerous sword wounds, not to mention his growing frustration with his inability to hit me... the tides had turned. 
 
    Steeling himself, Bruno hoisted his cleaver into the air with both hands, then slammed the oversized butcher’s blade down in my direction, an attack that sought to end me for good...  Unfortunately for him, it would be the last attack he’d be making. 
 
    Pushing my dexterity to its limit, I leaped into the air, dodging the sharp steel by less than an inch before landing atop the sword.  I dashed across the edge of the blade before launching myself into a deadly assault.  I stabbed nevermore into Bruno’s neck twice with a double strike, piercing his tough flesh with ease and showering the wall behind him with crimson lifeblood.  The ogre’s eyes went wide as he peered into my gaze and saw death… he knew the end had come. 
 
    Before he could react, I brought Zeb’s blade in with mighty force, slashing across the neck and lopping the half-ogre’s head off with one final swing. 
 
    Bruno’s massive body remained standing for several seconds as blood continued to flow from his headless form, like a fountain of carnage amidst a room of dead thieves.  Then, as if his soul had finally given up, the brute’s body collapsed to the floor and experience points showered me like tiny glints of light. 
 
      
 
    +2,000 exp. gained 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You have reached level 32! 
 
     +1 skill point acquired 
 
    +2 attribute points acquired 
 
      
 
    “Excellent work,” Salence’s words echoed in my head due to our bond.  “Our bond is growing quickly… soon a full battlebond is likely.” 
 
    I smiled at the notion, eager to see what kind of abilities the dragon sprite had to offer.  But for now, I was just thankful that his Aether was helping to counteract my post-fight adrenaline dump.  If not for that, I may very well have been laid out on the floor alongside Bruno! 
 
    “A bit... messy, Zander.” Razyr said as he took a look at the headless half-ogre at my side.  The thief that he and Kord had been dealing with now lay unconscious on the floor, various bite and claw marks covering his arms and face. 
 
    “Hey, they started it,” I replied, calling he and Kord back to my side.  With the small group of thieves now indisposed, I turned to the large set of metal doors that housed my target before giving my familiars a nod.  “Let’s go get our Hilda back.” 
 
    Razyr shot me a concerned look.  “Should we allow your...  mana to recharge some?”  
 
    “No time,” I replied.  “Just be ready to lend me your strength if I need it.”  I then turned to my amphibious nature familiar.  “Kord, go back to the tavern and find Dad and Tham, and bring them and whoever else you can down here. We might need their help… Who knows how many thieves are crawling around this damn place.” 
 
    Kord nodded before letting out a defiant croak.  Then, without so much as a pause, he began hopping his way back down the hall. 
 
    I watched the familiar ‘til he disappeared from view, then promptly turned and stabbed nevermore into the crease of the doors, working the blade furiously as I tried desperately to pry them apart. 
 
    In seconds, the iron slab swung open revealing a large room where a myriad of unfamiliar gazes came to rest on me.   
 
    Then I heard the voice... “Well, what do we have here?” 
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    The Sprite Hunter 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m not sure what I expected when I pried open those iron doors, but it surely wasn’t this.  A long, rectangular stone room sat before me with a wide, oaken table taking up most of the room’s center.  Five chairs lined either side of the table where a rather interesting group of people sat, some wearing looks of amusement while others bore scowls.   
 
    Each person at the table carried a look of refinement to them, with their pressed coats and darkened leathers, though the looks in their eyes betrayed them.  This wasn’t some group of convening nobles… No, this was a table of killers.   
 
    And then there was the man at the table’s head. 
 
    Dressed in all black, the man sat back in his oversized chair, eyeing me with a look of blatant superiority.  Long, blonde hair rested beyond his shoulders, a finely crafted eyepatch resting over his left eye. Like the others, he was clean and well-composed, but judging by the clear muscle definition beneath his clothes, I could tell this man was a fighter.  I gave him a quick inspection. 
 
      
 
    Cryox 
 
    Lvl 40 Rogue 
 
      
 
    Though I didn’t spot any weapons on him, I had to assume he was formidable.  After a few seconds of staring me down, he grinned before spouting, “Well, what do we have here?” 
 
    I stiffened, not particularly fond of the tone the man was using.  From the way he spoke, it was almost as if he was sizing me up, as if he was trying to gauge my reaction.  
 
    My thoughts raced as I quickly tried to formulate a response.  One wrong move and I could have the entire table descending on me… and I knew there was no way I could take them all down at once.  So, rather than get myself caught in a lie, I went with a direct approach.  “I was chasing someone down here… a man in possession of my sword that belonged to my… girlfriend.  I need him to find out where she is and I need her sword back.” 
 
    A few of the people at the table gasped, while others let out a chuckle.  One woman even turned and said, “Cryox, just kill him now.” 
 
    But Cryox did no such thing.  Instead, he rose from his oversized chair, revealing a long, black leather coat that hung below the tops of his boots.  “Come now.  I can’t merely kill the boy, Sentra... not when he has the gull to walk in here all by his lonesome.” 
 
    The woman rolled her eyes before sitting back in her chair and adjusting the silver blade that held her hair in a bun.  Cryox shot the woman a wry grin, then re-centered his attention on me, grinning in a way that I almost found unsettling.  “So, you’ve come down here searching my halls because you believe that I may have taken your girl captive?  Ah, yes…  What was her name… Hilda?” 
 
    My muscles tensed as the words left his mouth.  This arrogant bastard was toying with me.  “I never said her name,”  I replied, knuckles white as I gripped my blade. 
 
    “Ah, and so you didn’t,” he replied as he casually pushed in his chair.  “You know, you really should be proud to have a woman like that.  She is as tough as nails.” 
 
    “What have you done to her!?” I shouted, more than ready to lunge across the table.   
 
    “Now don’t get angry,” he said, raising a slender hand in protest.  “All that I wanted from her was that familiar of hers… nothing more.  She is the stubborn one that kept it bottled up inside that pretty little body.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare talk about her!” I growled, taking another step towards the table. “If I find out that you harmed either her or Ivan…” My hands were shaking at this point, and the grins on the faces of some of the onlookers had faded. 
 
    Cryox’s arrogant grin remained firm.  “I didn’t hurt your girl too bad…. But I can’t promise the same once I get my hands on her familiar…. Or yours, for that matter.”  As he spoke, the man unbuckled his sleeve and raised his right hand into the air, allowing the leather to sink down towards his elbow and revealing a shiny gold bracer.  The metal clasped to his arm tightly, causing a redness to form on his normally pale skin.  Socketed into the item were several multicolored gems, each of them glinting with light, as if hidden energy lay stored beneath the surface.  I curiously inspected the bracer and… 
 
    Suddenly, a jarring surge of anger assaulted my emotions as Salence reacted to the sight before us, his draconic rage flowing through me just like the blood in my veins. 
 
    That bracer! he growled.  My… my brethren!  
 
    What do you mean? I responded. 
 
    He’s a hunter!  He killed them!  He killed sprites and sealed their power in that bracer of his!   
 
    My eyes widened as Salence forced the knowledge into my mind.  A group of men that hunted down familiars and harvested their power for personal use… “Gods, no….” I stammered as I studied Cryox’s shimmering bracer.  The man seemed so pleased, so enamored with the artifact. 
 
    “Sadly, yes,” Cryox replied, resting his arm back at his side but leaving his leather sleeve rolled up.  “I don’t enjoy killing sprites,” he went on with a matter-of-fact tone.  “I really don’t…  But unfortunately, we are bound to a world that doesn’t always offer us the greatest of choices.  You and your girlfriend were granted power by your sprites, your familiars… you were given an advantage that I and many others were not afforded.  I had to find a way to even the score.” 
 
    “By killing people’s familiars and taking their power?” I shouted back, my anger once again bolstered by Salence’s draconic rage.  “Those familiars you killed… they were living beings… creatures whose bonds you’ve now broken!” 
 
    “It had to be done… I refute weakness, just as this world refuted me.” Cryox grabbed onto the collar of his coat and gave it a slight tug.  “Now, if we’re done with the pleasantries, I’ll take that drake off your hands and perhaps we can see about setting that girlfriend of yours free.” 
 
    I turned my gaze to Razyr, who for once held a look of fear in his eyes.  This bastard Cryox wanted to kill him, wanted to end our bond and abuse him for his own convoluted purposes, all the while dangling Hilda’s freedom in front of me like some sort of sick prize…  No, I had to do something… He wasn’t planning on releasing her… that burden now rested on my shoulders. 
 
    “Razyr, to me,”  I commanded, reaching out my hand as the valor familiar took the form of the drake sword.  With him safely in my grasp, I settled my gaze back on Cryox.  “You can’t have him if I absorb his Aether into my body,” I said defiantly as I walked right up to the edge of the table.  
 
    “Then you’ll never see your girlfriend again,” Cryox shot back, though I had already anticipated such a response. 
 
    I nodded.  “Then perhaps a duel to settle things?” 
 
    “A duel?” the man responded, clearly intrigued. 
 
    I spoke defiantly, pushing out any inkling of fear that had tried to ease its way into my mind.  “I wager my drake sword, and you wager the keys to whatever cage you have Hilda in.  I’m certain you can find a way to harvest my familiar’s power, even if he is in blade form.” 
 
    Cryox let out a devilish grin.  “And you’re certain that if you win, I won’t just have my men here kill you?” 
 
    I took a look around at the hardened faces sitting around the table before meeting his gaze once more.  “Perhaps I still believe in a thief’s honor.” 
 
    Cryox merely shrugged.  “I guess you’ll find out, won’t you?” 
 
    Suddenly, Cryox leaped onto the table as a golden aura of light encircled the area, forcing the others to back away.  In the air, a tiny winged dueling sprite formed as a notification popped up in my field of view. 
 
      
 
    Cryox has challenged you to a duel 
 
    Accept / Deny 
 
      
 
    I graciously accepted the man’s invitation before leaping onto the opposite end of the table, drake sword in hand.  In my other, I re-forged nevermore from shadow before crossing the blades in front of me as I fell into a battle-ready stance. 
 
    The others backed away from the table as the amber-colored barrier solidified around us, creating a small dueling area atop the rectangular table and chairs.  Oddly, as they settled to watch the spectacle unfold, not a single one of them had their eyes on me. Instead, they were solely focused on Cryox. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re planning, boy… but you just sealed your fate.”  Those were the final words that Cryox said as he raised his bracer-covered arm into the air.  The socketed gems began to glow a multitude of colors as hot-white lightning crackled near his palm. 
 
    Then his blade began to form. 
 
    First came the solid black pommel, followed by a sleek handle large enough to be held in two hands.  Then, with energy still swirling in the air, a massive icy blade formed at the end of the handle, its edge both jagged and sharp.   
 
    Finally, Cryox’s grin was replaced with a look of resolve as he raised his newly forged Aether blade into the air, a magnificent weapon built from the souls of familiars long dead…. Then the man charged.  
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    The Aspect of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    Silence hung in the air for the briefest of seconds as Cryox and I leaped at one another, blades poised and ready to strike. Our boots glided across the long oak table, eyes focused, muscles tensed... and then we clashed. 
 
    “You bastard!” I yelled as nevermore slammed into his Aether blade, creating a shower of sparks that singed my arms, shoulders and cheeks.  
 
    Cryox remained poised as he shifted his sword to absorb a second strike coming from my drake sword, then took a quick step back out of range.  “Pretentious fool!” he barked back as he waded in with a slash of his own.  “Your claim to strength is nothing more than borrowed power... power that will be mine!” 
 
    Cryox lunged in with speed that matched my own, slashing his blade three times in quick succession.  I brought my own swords up to parry, but the third pass of his blade slipped past my defenses and bit into my thigh. 
 
    I immediately backpedaled as a small chunk of my health reticle diminished and a sharp pain rippled down my leg.  Cryox did not relent, slashing away as I ducked, dodged and parried, forcing me to the very edge of the table before sweeping my legs and sending me crashing to the floor below. 
 
    The rogue paused, heels balanced at the very edge of the table, eyes staring down on me with a look of blatant disgust.  “You don’t deserve that power,” he said, pointing to my drake sword with that icy blade of his own.  
 
    I returned his gaze with a primal glare of my own.  “Then come and take it.” 
 
    The rogue took no time to answer my challenge, leaping from the table as he thrust his blade at my torso.  I rolled to the right as the weapon smashed against the stone floor, then quickly rose to a knee as he swept the blade in my direction. 
 
    Again, our weapons clashed as I managed to parry his sweeping strike, though my arms groaned in protest from the force of his blow. I grimaced, then pushed back against the rogue’s attack, forcing him to take a step back and giving me an inch to breathe.  Dammit all, I wished I hadn’t drained my mana during my previous encounter... I may have had an actual chance to put this bastard down! 
 
    “You’ve got nothing to offer in this fight, boy,” Cryox taunted before rushing back in with his Aether blade.  This time his attack was a bit more erratic, his movements blurred as he activated his skill, trickster blade. 
 
      
 
    Trickster blade 
 
    Rogue Skill 
 
      
 
    The rogue’s movements become blurred as he lunges at his opponent, executing a series of attacks that become increasingly hard to block.  High ranks of this skill can even make the rogue temporarily appear ethereal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rogue swung his blade frantically, slashing at my arms, my torso, my neck.  Moving with haste, I worked my swords trying desperately to block any major blows, but several of his strikes slipped through, leaving my flesh torn as blood began to pool in spots beneath my ripped shirt.  
 
    Cryox’s blurred form returned to normal as his skill ended, and he quickly retracted his blade as he reset his stance.  Fighting through the pain, I took the opportunity to launch an assault of my own, swinging nevermore and the drake sword in either hand, trying to quickly overwhelm the crafty rogue. 
 
    Cryox was prepared.  The rogue brought his icy blade up at an angle, knocking away a vertical attack from my drake sword that should’ve landed directly on his chest…  Unfortunately for him, he left himself exposed. 
 
    Without hesitating, I brought nevermore down in the same spot, scoring a direct hit as I dragged the obsidian blade across my opponent’s exposed chest.  A surge of adrenaline coursed through me as I waited for the sword’s edge to slice open his flesh, but instead my attack was met with resistance.  That long, black coat he had on seemed to resist the edge of my blade, its leather now offering a soft glow as its magickkal properties activated.  I grimaced as the coat managed to protect him from damage, leaving me surprised and off-balance.  Dammit all, what other tricks did this guy possess?! 
 
    The rogue grinned as he brought his Aether blade back, pulling energy from his bracer until the icy blade began to glow.  Then, before I could regain my balance, he swung the weapon directly into my midsection. 
 
    I pulled my drake sword in front of me just in time, absorbing the brunt of his blow with my sword.  Still, the power behind the attack was so immense that it knocked me off my feet, sending my body careening through the air and leaving a shockwave of Aether in my wake.  My body slammed into the glowing barrier of the dueling area before I finally fell to the ground in a heap, a sharp pain now running down the length of my back. 
 
    “Dammit,” I growled, eyeing my health reticle that now sat merely a quarter full.  If that charged strike had landed flush on my torso, I likely would’ve ended up in two pieces. 
 
    “Done yet?” Cryox asked, his grin now even wider as he sensed an end to the duel approaching. 
 
    “Hardly,” I responded, rising back to my feet as I wiped a line of blood running from my mouth.  I could feel the anger swelling in me, the frustration…. It willed me forward!   
 
    Again, I charged at the man, this time dashing in at an angle, feinting high before dropping low for a swing at the man’s legs.  Cryox seemed even more prepared for this attack, kicking the flat of my blade and knocking it away before clipping me with another charged-up swing of his sword.  Trails of smoke began to emanate from my shredded shirt as my back skidded across the stone floor and my health reticle dropped dangerously low.  My frustration came to the forefront as a sad realization dawned on me.... I had yet to land a solid hit on this man.  I wasn’t just being defeated, I was being downright dismantled! 
 
    Suddenly, Salence’s draconic voice echoed in my head, a single word that drowned out any thoughts I could call my own... 
 
    Rise. 
 
    His emotions resonated in my core, his sadness, his anger, his rage.  They gave me strength as I climbed to a knee.  Again, the word rang loud in my mind... 
 
    Rise! 
 
    I felt Salence’s anger crescendo as my own rage reached new heights.  His Aether ripped through me like a tempest... It felt as if a barrier inside of me was shattered as the dragon familiar’s power poured through me anew.  And again, his voice rang true, now louder and more forceful than ever... 
 
    RISE! 
 
    As I climbed to my feet, my damaged body began to fill with warmth as draconic energy worked its way into every fiber of my being.  It was a feeling not so dissimilar to when I channeled Kord, though this time the power was fiery and fierce…  This time I was channeling the dragon. 
 
    I stood tall as my body began to undergo some sort of transformation.  Crimson scales began to grow over my exposed chest, then my forearms, my legs and my cheeks, quickly providing a natural coat of armor. Tiny claws began to grow from the tips of my fingers, curling to unbelievably sharp points.  My muscles hardened, my size increased, and my eyes began to glow a fiery red.  Finally, translucent red wings and a long, scaly tail began to protrude from my back as Salence’s Aether completed our bond.  To the shock of Cryox and the other onlookers, I let out a primal roar…The full power of the dragon familiar was mine! 
 
    I could hear the proud growl of Salence resonating inside of me.  Our minds carried a singular focus as my body became a conduit for his power.  I clenched my fists as my gaze settled on Cryox, my eyes now burning red.  Full bond had been achieved... and I had risen.  Now it was time for that bastard to fall. 
 
    “You don’t deserve that power!” Cryox hissed, the slightest hint of fear surfacing in his hazel eyes.  That fool hadn’t realized I had the power of a second familiar churning inside my body.  Well, now he’d be feeling that power for himself. 
 
    I began my charge, raising nevermore into the air before launching it at the rogue like a massive throwing knife.  As expected, Cryox used his Aether blade to deflect the blow, releasing a current of energy as he knocked the obsidian sword away.  I used the split-second distraction to dive at the man, dropping the drake sword and wrapping my draconic claws around his wrists as I dug the tips of my claws into his bracer.  Cryox tried to struggle, tried desperately to free his arms, but despite all of his writhing, my grip held true. 
 
    Growing desperate, the rogue placed a boot on my scaled chest and tried to pry himself free, a maneuver that set the man off balance.  Immediately I hoisted him into the air with my bolstered strength before slamming the rogue onto the floor, eliciting a howl of pain from the man and eliminating a sizable chunk of his health reticle. 
 
    Again, Cryox tried to throw a boot into my chest, this time with added force in a desperate attempt to create some space, to get away.  I allowed the kick to connect as I released his wrists and grabbed onto his ankle... and then I took him for a ride. 
 
    Planting my feet on the ground, I scooped up Cryox and began swinging the man in a circle, gaining speed with each revolution.  The rogue managed to throw a few errant swings at me with his blade, but our momentum prevented him from landing anything that resembled a solid strike.   
 
    With one final spin, I heaved the rogue into the air, sending his body soaring over the long, oak table before slamming into the barrier of the dueling area.  I followed closely behind, leaping onto the tabletop as I charged towards the now-stunned rogue, draconic fury still powering my every step.  Flames began to pool in my hands, began to form in pockets around my body as I activated my first draconic bond skill, flame rush. 
 
    Cryox rose to a knee as I approached, muttering something as he raised his bracer into the air.  Suddenly, his Aether blade dissipated, turning into a wave of blue energy that pooled in the rogue’s open palm. 
 
    “Die, boy!” the battered rogue yelled as he wound up and threw the ball of pulsing energy in my direction.  It soared through the air, heading directly for my chest and carrying much more speed than I anticipated. My mind told me to leap out of the way, but my draconic instincts took over… they had other ideas. 
 
    My aethereal wings flittered, causing my body to lift off the table and perform a corkscrew of sorts through the air.  Cryox’s energy blast whizzed by just inches from my chest before slamming into the barrier behind me in an explosion of dust and light.  The rogue watched helpless and devoid of energy as I descended, clawed fist smashing into his stomach as dragonfire washed over his now feeble form.  
 
    Cryox let out a howl of pain as he shielded his face from flame, covering it with the sleeves of his coat and giving me the opportunity to wrap my scaly tail around his ankles.  With draconic rage still fueling my movements, I hoisted him into the air before slamming him into the stone, again and again, my back muscles straining under the use of my newly grown appendage.   
 
    A spot of blood began to grow on the floor as his body connected with the stone.  His face wore a look of pain and the look in his eyes begged me to relent… of course this bastard wanted mercy. 
 
    I lashed my tail around his neck, causing the rogue’s eyes to bulge as I prepared to slam him into the ground a final time.  That is, until the dueling sprite flittered in the air before me, halting my assault. 
 
    “The duel is over,” she announced, placing her hands on her hips and giving me a stern look until I released the man.  “And the winner is Zander Darkblade!” 
 
      
 
    100 exp. gained 
 
      
 
    My body flooded with exhilaration as I eyed the rogue, bleeding and barely conscious at my feet.  Thankfully, the man had relied heavily on his items, rather than his skills.  If he had been a combat-efficient rogue, then this duel’s outcome might have been very different. 
 
    A small glimmer appeared in the air, eventually materializing as I grasped it in my palm. 
 
      
 
    Item acquired: 
 
    Cell Keys x1 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but grin as I squeezed the key ring in my grasp.  This… this meant that she was here!  She was trapped somewhere in this godforsaken den of thieves, but dammit all she was here! 
 
    My grin quickly faded as the barrier of the dueling area faded, and the group of Cryox’s constituents began to move in.  “Kill him…” Cryox blurted out, his body still writhing on the floor. 
 
    I took a quick look around as the other thieves’ guild members began to draw their weapons and surround me where I stood.  Some looked a bit pensive, but a few looked more than ready to kill.  I let out a growl as I raised my clawed fists into the air, unwilling to go down without a fight.  It was ironic… many considered the confines of a dueling arena to be dangerous, but it was perhaps the safest place you could be.  In there, it was just Cryox and I, not a fight to the death but a measure of power.  But now, out in the open, I was fair game to this group of wily thieves. 
 
    “Kill him now,” Cryox spat once more, his voice full of scorn.  This time his guildmates didn’t hesitate.  This time, with weapons drawn, they set their sights on me and struck! 
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    A Cleansing of Thieves 
 
      
 
    There was no delay in their reaction, no pause of consideration.  No… the rogues had marked me as their target, and then descended like wolves! 
 
    Blades whirled through the air in a maelstrom of iron and steel as the rogues attacked me from all angles.  Some of the blades bounced off my draconic scales, while others found their way into soft flesh, draining my HP ever further.   
 
    Panicked, I gave my Aether wings a flap and soared into the air, climbing just out of reach of my assailants’ blades.  Suddenly, one of the men equipped a long, hooked chain and launched it skyward, landing a direct hit on my left wing.  The hook latched itself onto the base of my wing as the man gave it a mighty yank, forcing me to spiral out of control before crashing several feet away into the hard, stone floor.  
 
    “Dammit…” I growled, trying to force myself back to my knees.  Salence’s Aether had nearly run dry since our fight with Cryox, and my own power was still waning… I was a sitting duck. 
 
    The rogues began to approach once more, the chain-wielding man leading the group.  None of them wore grins any longer as they readied their blades to strike.  It looked like the game was over for them.  They’d received their orders to kill… I was just prey. 
 
    I used the little bit of strength I didn’t know I had left and forced myself to my feet, nevermore forming in my clawed hands.  As the rogues approached, I used my wings to propel me, spinning about in a wide arc, swinging my obsidian sword and keeping my attackers temporarily at bay. 
 
    Suddenly the hooked chain came barreling in again, this time hooking my ankle as the man yanked my foot out from under me, dragging me back to the ground.  Before I could rise, another pair of rogues dove on top of me, each of them latching onto an arm and pressing me firm against the stone. 
 
    I struggled with all my might, but my body just had nothing left to give.  Soon, my draconic features faded as Salence’s Aether ran dry.  I was pinned to the ground in the basement of the damned thieves’ guild… I was defenseless. 
 
    “I’m gonna carve you up, boy,” Cryox spat as he rose to his feet and stumbled over to my location, dangling a small knife precariously over my eyes.   
 
    His face morphed into a scowl as he realized I wore a wide grin on my otherwise battered face.  As expected, it brought him pause.  “What the hell are you smiling about!?” he snapped, gripping the knife tighter as he pressed it against my cheek.  “What’s so funny?!” 
 
    My grin remained as I met his gaze, spreading my lips to reveal blood-soaked teeth before uttering the words “you lose.” 
 
    Cryox furrowed his brow as a look of confusion crossed his face, that is, before an arrow cut through the air before him, piercing his neck and diminishing his final few hit points. 
 
    The room filled with shouts as members of the Tidecaller guard rushed in, recurve bows and tridents gripped tightly in their hands.  And at their rear stood a familiar face… my father, Kord perched gleefully atop his shoulder. 
 
    “Put them down!” Greygor howled, emerging from behind a pair of tidecaller bowmen.  “Let’s get these scum out of our city for good!” 
 
    The remaining rogues began to scatter, rushing for the nearest exit as a hail of spears and arrows pierced their backs.  One rogue in particular, the woman with the knife in her hair, danced about the room, performing a series of quick flips as she dodged the many projectiles flying in her direction. 
 
    Now free to move, I turned and gave her a quick inspection as she fled. 
 
      
 
    Anna Freya 
 
    Lvl 30 Rogue 
 
      
 
    The woman gave me a wink before she fled down one of the far corridors, mouthing the words “watch your back,” before disappearing from view.  Just another name to add to a growing list of enemies… 
 
    I began to prop myself up on my elbows, but before I could fully rise a pair of muscled arms wrapped me in a tight embrace. 
 
    “Adam!” my father said, lifting me back to my feet as he gave me a mighty squeeze.   
 
    “Dad, I…” 
 
    “What the hell were you thinking?!” he interrupted, refusing to loosen his grip on me, 
 
    “I couldn’t let that guy get away.  He had Hilda’s sword and—” 
 
    “Dammit, Adam.  Do you know what it felt like to lose you in the chaos?  I… I thought I might have lost you again…” 
 
    My dad finally loosened his grip on my torso, allowing me to step back and peer into his eyes, eyes that had gone misty.  I hadn’t really considered how he’d felt when I abandoned him for the lower levels.  I just assumed he would catch up eventually, inconsiderate of the emotional toll he’d felt when he lost me on Earth.  Perhaps my father was still viewing me as a child that needed protecting, rather than the warrior I’d become.  Ah well… there would be time later on to convince my old man I could take care of myself.  Right now, I felt it was best to just let him be a concerned father. 
 
    “I’m…. sorry, Dad,” I uttered, not quite sure of what else to say.  He responded with a half-hearted smile before wiping a line of blood from my face. 
 
    “So, did you find your woman?” Thamriul asked, emerging from behind a pair of Tidecaller guards.  My eyes went wide as I lifted the key ring into the air, my ticket to Hilda’s freedom. 
 
    My father nodded, as if he knew exactly what I meant by the gesture.  He shared a few words with Greygor, imploring his guards to split up and search the premises.  Then, without hesitation, Thamriul, my father and I began to rush down one of the nearby corridors in search of my lost companion. 
 
    ><>< 
 
    Several moments passed as we clamored through the thieves’ guild hall, the sanctuary quickly abandoned due to the arrival of the city guard.  We searched high and low, making our way through twisting corridors, traversing stone hallways that delved deeper into the marsh, until finally we stumbled upon the cell block. 
 
    I walked with trepidation as I passed by each of the cells, peering through the bars half-afraid of what I might find.  As I reached the last cell, my heart nearly stopped…  Lying there on the floor in tattered clothes was a woman, her body curled tightly and wrapped in aethereal wings.  She didn’t notice me at first, didn’t notice the tears beginning to form in the corners of my eyes as I muttered her name. 
 
    Hilda had been found. 
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    The Cost of Heroism 
 
      
 
    My hand began to shake as I gripped the cell key in my palm, squeezing it so tightly that my hand began to ache.  I worried that my eyes had deceived me, that this was just another trick of the thieves’ guild… but no, I was sure of it.  That was Hilda… she was alive.  Dammit all, she was alive! 
 
    I guided the key into the runic keyhole and gave it a decisive twist, deactivating the sealing rune surrounding the lock and opening the door of the cell.  Without hesitation, I rushed into the chamber, reaching for the woman’s curled up form.  My lips parted as I began to speak her name.  “Hil—” 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    As I spoke the guardian’s name, another captive emerged from the chamber’s shadows, stepping in front of Hilda and promptly smacking me on the head with a fist-sized rock.  My eyes went cross as a sliver of my health reticle diminished from the blow. 
 
    “I won’t let you have her!” the woman screamed as she took another swing at me, barely missing my face. 
 
    “Stop!” I protested. “I’m here to help.  I’m not going to do anything to—” 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    This time the woman thrust her foot forward, kicking me right in the groin and dropping me to my knees.  I quickly relented, covering my face as the woman stepped over me for a third attack… 
 
    But it never came.  The woman paused as her gaze settled on the group of Tidecallers standing just outside her cell.  She studied each of them, carefully inspecting each man individually, as if she was searching for small, personal details… perhaps to assure herself the men were real.  Then, as if a giant burden had been lifted from her shoulders, she began to weep. 
 
    “Lady Yonda!” Greygor shouted as he rushed to the woman’s side, emerging from the back of the Tidecaller pack.  “We thought you had perished!” 
 
    “Nearly, Sir Greygor,” she replied.  “But don’t worry about me.  Get these prisoners out of here.  They’ve been through enough and don’t need to wait on me.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Greygor responded, before snatching up the keys and making his way down the cell block. 
 
    Thankfully, she stood idly by as I crawled over to Hilda and placed a hand gently on her shoulder.  The guardian winced, pulling her Aether wings tighter over her body as my rough hand grazed her skin.  I gave her a soft compassionate squeeze, hoping to rouse a reaction from the clearly frightened woman, before softly speaking her name… “Hilda?” 
 
    Very slowly, very deliberately, the woman began to unfold her wings, dropping them to reveal her face.  The feathery appendages remained tight against her breasts and torso as she rose to a sitting position, those beautiful eyes finally meeting my own. 
 
    “Zan?” Her voice was so soft and delicate, a parallel to the rigid chamber in which we sat. 
 
    As our gazes met, a thousand different things ran through my head at once… things that I wanted to say, that I needed to say.  As tears began to build in the corners of my eyes, I chose to settle on three very important words, three words that conveyed everything I knew and felt right at that very second.  “I love you.” 
 
    Finally, Hilda lurched forward, wrapping me in her warm embrace as she buried her head in my shoulder.  I squeezed even tighter, the feeling of having her back at my side truly indescribable.  
 
    Several seconds passed as we held each other on the floor of the cell, until Hilda eventually raised her head, face red and eyes puffy.  Again, her eyes locked with mine, though this time she ran her hands down the length of my arm until she reached my hands, gently entwining our fingers.  “Together, Zan,” she said, her voice firm yet affectionate.  “Whatever happens on this world, from now on we remain together.” 
 
    I nodded, then leaned in and pressed my lips to hers before wrapping her in another warm embrace.  I knew right then that I would do anything to protect that woman, whether it was fighting off a guild of thieves or standing alone against a mighty red dragon… I vowed to myself that I would be there for her.  Yes, Hilda… together indeed. 
 
    ><>< 
 
    Several moments passed as the Tidecaller guard made their way through the cell block, releasing the small group of prisoners held captive by the thieves’ guild.  Then, as a group, we made our way back to the surface. 
 
    “W-what happened to you down there?” I asked Hilda, immediately regretting the words as soon as they came out of my mouth.  If something traumatic had happened to her in those cells, then asking her to relive that was idiotic.  Dammit all, I was such a fool sometimes! 
 
    “They didn’t want me,” she responded, not giving me time to recant my question.  “They were after Ivan.” Her familiar gave a low squawk in agreement before nuzzling his beak into her blonde hair.  “That man... Cryox.  He was a Sprite hunter... a pitiful man, really.  He was unable to bond a Sprite of his own, so he hunted down the sprites of others, killed them and harvested their powers into small gems that he wore on his wrist.” 
 
    “But you protected Ivan, didn’t you?” I responded, my voice somber. 
 
    She nodded.  “I bonded him, kept him stored away inside my body.  They tried to beat him out of me… they tried with all their might… but I wouldn’t give in.  I... I didn’t—” 
 
    “It’s over now,” I interjected, placing my arms around her shoulders and embracing her as we walked.  “That bastard Cryox is dead, just like anyone else that tries to hurt you again.” 
 
    “Zan...” she replied with a somber tone. 
 
    “No, he means it this time!” Razyr interjected.  “I saw him fight a whole room of people...  He was.... strong.  No… he was angry!”  The drake’s words managed to put a smile on Hilda’s face, an expression that I was more than happy to see return, if only briefly. 
 
    In moments, we emerged out of the hidden guild stronghold and back onto the streets of Yggrash.  By our side was Tham, my father, the Tidecallers and a small group of freed prisoners, including the strange woman that hit me with a rock. I gave her a quick sidelong glance as we strode through the street. 
 
      
 
    Yonda 
 
    Lvl 40 Seer 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry Yonda got the jump on you,” Hilda said, eyeing me as I gave the woman an inspection.  “We were watching out for one another down there.  She doesn’t have any true combat skills…  She was only trying to protect me.” 
 
    “Was she like your... cell mate or something?” I asked with caution. 
 
    “I guess you could call her that.  She was very kind.  She looked out for me and Ivan... she helped me stay strong through it all. Apparently, she carries a lot of importance around here.” 
 
    I nodded, opening my mouth to respond before I was suddenly interrupted by Greygor.  “Excellent work, lad,” he said, giving me a stiff pat on the shoulder.  “You helped take down a rather large sect of the thieves’ guild here in Yggrash.  We’re even chasing down the man that stole your lady’s sword… in fact, we should have him in custody within the hour.  The city owes you a great debt, Darkblade.  If there’s anything we can do...”  
 
    “Oh… Thank you, Greygor.  Actually, I am short a suit of armor,” I replied, recalling my sack of busted gear that remained strapped to Horus.  I’d been taken aback by the man’s kind words, but I also had quite the road in front of me back to Karrihdan, and couldn’t be skimping on offered help. 
 
    Greygor pondered for a second, then quickly waved one of his men over.  “Further arrangements can be made later, but for now I assume this will do.  You earned it, after all.”  The guard strolled over to a small chest that his men had exhumed from the thieves’ guild, instructing them to drop it as he dug around inside.  After retrieving an item, he closed the lid and stepped in front of me, presenting a long black coat, folded carefully and sitting atop his hands. 
 
    “Recovered from the blasted Sprite hunter himself,” Greygor added. “I figure you defeated the man in single combat, so you earned it...  Besides, this will likely suit you better than any plate mail we have to offer, given your dexterous nature in combat.” 
 
      
 
    Item acquired: 
 
    Coat of the Bladesinger 
 
    Legendary Item 
 
    Once worn by the legendary bladesinger Marko Black, and woven with legendary runethread, this coat is highly resistant to both slashing and piercing weapons while still retaining its light, pliable nature. 
 
    +3 Dexterity  
 
    +3 Constitution 
 
      
 
    Slowly, I pulled the coat on over my shoulders and slid my arms into the sleeves before grabbing the collar and pulling it tightly to my chest.  The coat came to a rest at the midpoint of my calves, covering my body in a nearly impenetrable leather-like fabric that offered free range of motion.  As I walked, the coat flowed behind me, easily manipulable if I chose to yank it close to me and use it like a shield.  Yes, this would do much better than an encumbering suit of armor. 
 
    My father approached as I gave Hilda a preview of my new coat, a smile forming under his thick beard.  Oddly, he wasn’t looking at me though.  No, he had his eyes set on Hilda. 
 
    “Well look at you,” he said, taking the woman’s hand and giving it an awkward shake.  “You must be Hilda.  My son has told me so much about you already, about how happy you’ve made him.  It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
    Hilda’s eyes went wide as she listened to the man’s words, then gave my father a nervous smile before making a sidelong glance in my direction, clearly a bit confused. 
 
    “Sorry Hil,” I said, placing an arm around her shoulders.  “I haven’t told you yet... but this is my father.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted between the two of us.  “Your... father?” 
 
    Candor nodded.  “I made it here, all the way from Earth.” 
 
    The air grew silent as Hilda seemed to stare off into space before finally coming to and giving the man a half-hearted smile.  “That’s... wonderful,” she replied, a nervous tone in her voice.  “Listen, Zan, I have to go clean up.  Yonda would like to meet with us in the temple a bit later.  I... I have to go.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Hilda turned on her heel and began rushing towards the temple where her new friend Yonda awaited.  I just stood there, watching as she scurried through the street before disappearing through a large set of double-doors.  Her behavior was so puzzling. 
 
    “Perhaps I should’ve waited to introduce myself,” my father said, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Did we… did I?” 
 
    “Give her time, son.  She’s been through a lot.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement as we resumed our walk down the wide, stone street.  Perhaps all of this was a bit too much at her at the moment.  She had just been a captive, after all.  Giving her some space to breathe was the least I could do. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Moments later we made our way over to the guild hall to have our wounds mended and our supplies replenished.  Surprisingly, the Tidecallers were far more welcoming than the ravens ever were, offering us food and shelter and demanding nothing in return. 
 
    Their guild hall was a marvel to behold, with a high-reaching ceiling covered in an oceanic mural and stone walls carefully carved with intricate designs.  The central hub of the building appeared to be the main hall, where a massive statue of Vorghan had been erected near its end.  The statue depicted a hooded man with hands clasped in front of his chest and six giant tentacles protruding from the bottom of his robe, the aquatic appendages stretching upwards and encircling him in a majestic nature.   
 
    For some reason I felt comfort standing in the statue’s presence, a warmth that seemed to course through my body despite the statue being nothing more than stone.  I reached towards the giant stone idol, preparing to touch it when a familiar voice shouted my name. 
 
    “Adam,” my father yelled from across the room, flagging me down with a wave.  “Over here.” 
 
    I nodded, giving the statue a final glance before striding across the main hall and into one of its large open chambers. 
 
    There, my father introduced me to a pair of guild tailors who outfitted me with a new pair of darkleather boots, a pair of brown traveler’s pants and a new bandolier for my throwing knives that I wore slung across my chest.  Having a relative in the Tidecallers’ guild was certainly coming in handy. 
 
    My father had also gone to retrieve my things just moments earlier, and now produced a sack containing my giant’s belt, raven cloak, gloves and draconic bracer. 
 
    As we exited the room, the pair of Tidecallers crossed their arms in front of their chests, saluting my father and I as they uttered, “for the Kraken, brothers.” 
 
    “May the kraken’s many arms guide you,” my father replied, before giving them a salute of his own. 
 
    After leaving the guild hall and making our way towards the temple, I gave my father a wry grin.  “Kraken, eh?  I never would’ve imagined finding you here worshiping sea beasts.” 
 
    Candor shook his head.  “The Kraken isn’t just some sea beast, son... The Tidecallers have shown me that its tentacles are woven into many things.” 
 
    “Oh?” I replied, cocking an eyebrow. 
 
    “Perhaps you’re viewing this the wrong way, Adam.  You see, the kraken these men and women speak of isn’t merely some creature... it’s a name given to one of Aetheria’s great gods, Vorghan.”   
 
    I shook my head in disbelief.  “C’mon Dad, if this is an act than you don’t have to keep it up around me.  I know you… you don’t have a religious bone in your body.” 
 
    Candor grinned.  “I also didn’t believe in monsters and magick and other realms.  Here, let me show you.” 
 
    Suddenly, my father widened his stance as translucent energy began to envelop his body, taking the form of long, writhing tentacles that lashed the ground, leaving thick cracks in the stone.  The wind around him began to whip about as an outpouring of energy began to grow from his core.  Then, inches above him materialized the translucent form of a hooded man, movements perfectly mimicking his glowing, azure eyes gazing out from the shadow.  
 
    My father continued to grin.  “You see, Adam, this is my power.” 
 
      
 
    Elite Skill: 
 
    Spiritform: Avatar of Vorghan 
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    The History of Aetheria 
 
      
 
    “That’s... amazing,” I uttered, watching my father become fully enveloped in Vorghan’s spirit aura.     Unlike his other spirit forms, I could feel the power radiating from him this time. This skill had the potential to truly put him on another level. 
 
    Slowly, my father unclenched his fists as the spirit avatar of Vorghan settled onto his shoulders, wrapping its translucent robed arms around him before absorbing back into his body.   
 
    He let out a labored breath as his muscles loosened, then focused his gaze on me.  His face had suddenly become so rigid, so serious, as if he had something on his mind.  “Son, I’d be lying if I told you I could explain any of this.  God… a few months ago I was sitting in an empty house, starving myself as I watched over your near-lifeless body and fought off the urge for alcohol...  But this place, it’s given me a fresh start. It’s given me you back!” He paused to rub at his face, a nervous habit he’d had since I was little.  “Now I’m not going to pretend that I can fully explain my feelings, but this power, these people... it all feels right.  It feels pure, and well, I for one fully intend to embrace it.  I hope you can understand, Adam.” 
 
    I stood there silently with my father as a light breeze began to blow through Yggrash’s stone streets, eyes locked on his broad form.  He stood there like a pillar, solid and unwavering, a man of strength that I hadn’t seen since before my mother’s passing.  It felt good to see him like this again, and dammit all, I wouldn’t let a single thing jeopardize that. 
 
    “I’m with you, Dad,” I said, embracing the man in a tight squeeze.  “I’ll always be with you.” 
 
    My father returned my affection with a strong hug of his own. “And I’m with you, son.  Now, let’s get our hides over to the temple.  I have a feeling they’re going to be waiting on us.” 
 
    I nodded, and together we made our way to the temple of Vorghan, where the mysterious woman Yonda awaited. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    My senses were assaulted as we entered the double doors leading into the large stone temple.  A pair of incense burned near the entrance, giving off a faint smell of seaweed and ginger.  As I fully stepped inside, I found the air thick and humid, with drops of water beginning to form on the shoulder pads of my coat. 
 
    My mouth went agape as we made our way fully into the temple’s main chamber, a circular room decorated in carefully placed candles, flames flickering amidst the humid air.  Vines grew from the temple’s stone walls, accompanied by tiny insects and reptiles that moved in and out of the greenery.  This place was much more developed then the outlying temple I had visited in Airrigar... it was truly a sight to behold. 
 
    “Lady Yonda will see you in the inner sanctum,” an old man’s voice called out, startling me as I admired the building’s architecture.  His robed body stood near an open door on the other side of the room as he gestured for us to enter.  I looked to my father who gave me a curt nod, and together we proceeded. 
 
    After traversing a short, angular hallway we found ourselves in the temple’s inner sanctum.  This area was a bit cozier, with less foliage and more common décor, such as the wooden shelves lined with dozens of ancient manuscripts and leather-bound books that were worn well past their time.  On the opposite side of the room sat Hilda, her legs crossed and her avian familiar perched comfortably in her lap.  She smiled at me as she methodically ran her fingers through Ivan’s feathers, an exercise that seemed to bring comfort to both her and the Sprite.   
 
    And then there was Yonda.  
 
    The woman stood tall and rigid next to Hilda’s relaxed form, her hands wrapped tightly around a strange, hexagonal relic.  On her body she wore loose-fitting robes of grey, and on her face a seemingly permanent look of discontent.  Her black hair was pulled back in a tight braid behind her head, accentuating pointy elvish ears that seemed to perk up at the slightest bit of noise... dammit all, why did she always seem on edge? 
 
    “Welcome,” Yonda said curtly, giving my father and I the slightest of bows.  “I’m grateful for your aid in releasing me from my imprisonment.  I owe you a great debt.” The woman spoke in a dry, factual sort of tone, as if she were simply listing facts. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, speaking in earnest.  “I mean, I can’t thank you enough for keeping Hilda safe.” 
 
    The seer turned and gave Hilda a knowing smile, perhaps the first sign of emotion that I’d noticed from her.  Then she returned her gaze to me and began to speak.  “Hilda spoke to me at length about your journey... about your failed attempt to return to your realm, about the loss of your friends.” 
 
    “They’re not all gone,” I replied coldly.  “Not all of them...  And now that Hilda and I have found each other, we’re going to march back up to the gates of Ravenhold, slay those bastards, Morose and Vexes, and get our friends back.”  My words seemed to surprise even myself, coming out before my brain could process them. 
 
    Yonda smirked.  “Is that so?  From what I’ve heard, your last encounter with them didn’t end so well...  Hilda told me that you even encountered one of the world breakers first hand, that you’ve felt its sting and somehow managed to survive?” 
 
    “I did,” I responded, grimacing as images of Vexes’s blade piercing my stomach flashed through my mind.  “Those damned manipulative bastards...”   
 
    As my anger stewed, a very important question cane to the forefront of my thoughts.  Channeling my resolve, I forced back my anger and met the seer eye-to-eye.  “Tell me something, Yonda... ever since my fight with Vexes, I’ve had something bothering me.  The world breaker blade... the way everyone spoke of them... well, I had assumed they were mythical otherworldly weapons.”   
 
    “Yes?” she responded. 
 
    “But...” I paused, considering my next words carefully.  “But the blade was no relic… hell, it wasn’t even a normal sword at all!  That weapon was the manifested form of a goddamned Sprite!” 
 
    Yonda gestured with a solemn nod.  “You seem surprised.  I would’ve thought that by now you’d realized that the sprites, that the Aether has ties in all things… even the near downfall of the very realm itself.” She paused, considering.  “Perhaps it’s time you learned the true history of this land, and the part you play in it…”  With that, the woman gave the hexagon in her grasp a twist, causing a soft blue light to fill the room.  “Gaze into the Codex of the Realms, Zander Darkblade, and let all be known.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Yonda strolled about the chamber with careful, deliberate steps as the Codex filled the room with light.  The soft glow pulsed outwards, encompassing the center of the room as it began to take form.  I watched in awe as mere seconds went by and the light finished its transformation, settling on the form of an expansive star system.  Shortly after, Yonda began to speak. 
 
    “This is Ashadar, a vast cosmic kingdom and home to the many realms of man and elf, of dwarf and beast.  Each of these realms falls under the domain of one or more of Ashadar’s divine creatures... gods if you will.  With their unique powers, these gods foster life, creating living, breathing worlds in their very image…  though it was not always this way. 
 
    “Many eons ago, these gods stumbled upon Ashadar and gazed upon its realms, unfounded realms of limitless potential, like fertile gardens waiting to be planted with the seeds of precious life... and planted them they did.  Elunia and her brother Kor’borrath forged the realm of Valion, the Asurans birthed the dark planet Sunder... and then there was Aetheria. 
 
    “Aetheria was naught but an empty husk before the gods arrived.  Six mighty gods made their homes on this realm, each of them taking claiming domain over a vital part of Aetheria’s landscape.  There was Titelus, who ruled over the storm skies; Crateus, who tended to the dark caverns of the deep; Vorghan, god of the great marshlands; Mightania, god of the mountain peaks; Cindross, Savant of the Scorchlands; and Sin, god of the soul winds.   
 
    “As I said, the realm was barren upon their arrival, but it wouldn’t remain that way for long.  Each of the six gods gave up a piece of themselves, sacrificing a portion of their power in order to create an energy source stable enough to create and sustain life.” 
 
    “The Aether,” I muttered. 
 
    Yonda nodded in agreement.  “Yes, the gods each gave up a part of themselves to form the ever-powerful source of world energy, Aether. The Aether was planted in the world’s core and from there it grew, spreading like wildfire until it consumed the once-barren planet… and with it, it brought life.  Creatures were spawned in the likeness of the gods… elves, dwarves, men, even the l’karri.  Civilizations began to form… but the Aether continued to grow.  Soon, mighty beasts began to spawn on Aetheria, creating creatures with the ability to wield devastating power.   
 
    “The gods were dismayed… their precious creations were falling victim to creatures born of that very same power.  They had to do something…” 
 
    “And?” I replied eagerly, interrupting the woman’s pause. 
 
    “And they did do something,” she continued, cutting her eyes at me.  “The gods bestowed a gift onto the people, an ability to use and manipulate the Aether to their will.  And thus, magickk was born.” 
 
    “And thank the gods for it!” Ivan chimed in, flittering his wings as he made his way to Hilda’s shoulder. 
 
    “Yes,” Yonda said, growing irritated with the interruptions.  “As I was saying, the people of Aetheria were granted the ability to manipulate Aether, which in turn they used to forge spells and obtain powerful abilities.  But again, something unexpected happened.  The Aether reacted to its prolonged use by the people of Aetheria; it adapted to them and took on a life of its own, forming into living, breathing creatures that we now refer to as—” 
 
    “Sprites!” Razyr growled triumphantly, drawing a glare from Yonda.  The drake immediately went wide-eyed before scurrying behind my boots.
“Yes, sprites,” she said, her tone now exasperated.  “These sprites contained a natural instinct to bond with the people of Aetheria, granting them even greater power than they held before.  These early sprites were by far the strongest, and when bonded took the name familiars…  The first were the mighty ancient familiars.  With powers that rivaled the strength of their celestial creators, these familiars granted their partner unyielding strength … such as you saw with your Asuran friends in Karrihdan.” 
 
    I gave Yonda a scowl, which brought about a rare grin on her angular face.  It quickly faded as she continued.  “Realizing the potential danger of these bonded ancients, the gods began to siphon back some of their energy.  Soon after, other, less volatile sprites began to take form on Aetheria.  These creatures were not almighty like the ancients before them, but rather each possessed different characteristics that they bestowed upon their bonded counterparts. A particular group of Vorghan scholars even managed to classify the different sprites, separating them into houses based on their habits, nature and power set.” 
 
    “Houses?” Hilda asked with piqued interest.  Clearly, she hadn’t heard this entire story yet. 
 
    “Indeed,” Yonda replied cordially, showing Hilda a bit more respect than the rest of us.  “Here, let me show you.”  With a twist of her hexagonal codex, the light in the room shifted, bringing up a glowing table of data that seemed to mimic the form of an ancient scroll.  I, along with the others, began to scan through the data with my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Nobility House 
 
    -Noble familiars 
 
    -Valor familiars 
 
    -Sanctuary familiars 
 
    Earthen House 
 
    -Nature familiars 
 
    -Water familiars 
 
    -Insectoid familiars 
 
    Dark House 
 
    -Umbra familiars 
 
    -Exodus familiars 
 
    -Wraith familiars 
 
    Ancient House 
 
    -Ancient familiars 
 
    -Dragon familiars 
 
    -Divinity familiars 
 
      
 
    Known hybrids:  Steel familiars 
 
      
 
    “Soon, the emergence of sprites became widespread in the realm, and bonding with them became a common occurrence across the peoples of Aetheria.  These bonded sprites became known as familiars, and the multitude of unique and imaginative powers they offered were quickly integrated into everyday life...  But there was a problem.” 
 
    “The ancients,” my father said, drawing a nod of affirmation from Yonda. 
 
    “Yes.  Those that were first to form their bonds, the Aetherians who bonded the ancient sprites, had grown mad with power.  They saw themselves as sovereigns of the realm… they even dared to claim divine right.  It didn’t take long until these ancients took up arms against the people of Aetheria, until they tried to force them into subservience.” 
 
    I scoffed.  “So why didn’t the gods just put an end to them.  It was their power that created the problem, after all.” 
 
    Yonda nodded, as if she expected such a response.  “The gods of Aetheria were wise.  They knew that if they handled every problem thrown at their people, that they would only be fostering a society unable to take care of itself… a society of servant fools. 
 
    “Instead, the gods left their people’s fate in their own hands… and in time the people found their way.  Amidst the darkness, champions emerged from the people of Aetheria… warriors with a special affinity for the realm’s Aether.  Unlike the others, these warriors had the ability to bond multiple sprites at once, granting them power that rivaled their ancient counterparts. These warriors banded together to vanquish the ancients and their familiars, forming a mighty sect of protectors that came to be known as the Azure Wardens. 
 
    “Soon the ancients were defeated, and their familiars sealed away, bringing an era of peace to the realm.  Sure, there was infighting between the great guilds and the occasional catastrophe like the attack of the great red, but mostly the realm’s people lived long and happy lives. 
 
    “And then they came.  The Asurans, demonic creatures from the realm Sunder, arrived on Aetheria, seeking to drink of the planet’s natural energy.  They remained hidden at first, disguising themselves as humans while they slowly sought ways to obtain the Aether for themselves.  They dug deep beneath the planet’s surface, searching… and then they discovered the ancients.” 
 
    Everyone in the small chamber collectively grimaced, sensing the direction this history lesson was taking.  Likewise, Yonda grew quite somber.  “When the Asurans discovered the ancient sprites, the creatures were desperate, they were hungry to restore their bonds and achieve their former glory.  Of course, the Asurans happily obliged, bonding the ancients and forging a power that far surpassed anything either of them had achieved before.  Together, the Asurans and the ancients bonded, creating a power that would shape the future of the realm… a power that would come to be known as the world breakers.” 
 
    Without thinking, I slammed my fist onto one of the chamber’s small wooden tables, drawing a look of surprise from the others in the room.  My cheeks reddened as I quickly composed myself… dammit all, I’d been channeling Salence’s anger again and I hadn’t even realized it! 
 
    Yonda cleared her throat as she shot me a disapproving glance.  Then with a heavy heart, she continued.  “Wielding the power of the world breakers, the Asurans waged war on Aetheria in an effort to secure the realm’s power for themselves.  They were unstoppable, shattering the ranks of the azure wardens, dismantling any army thrown at them.  Fearing for the fate of their realm, the gods chose to intervene and attacked the Asurans, only to be slain by their own creations. 
 
    “The Asurans then set their sights on the realm’s Aether, draining the planet until it was on the verge of collapse.  They took all that they could, completely dissipating the Aether until they believed it was no more.  With the Aether diminished, the power of their ancients began to fade and the Asurans abandoned the planet, leaving it to crumble…” 
 
    “And that’s where we come in,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    Yonda nodded.  “Indeed, traveler.  The mass migration of your people breathed new life into this realm.  It revitalized us, revitalized the Aether. Zander Darkblade… it is because of you and your Earth brethren that we live.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at the seer’s comment.  It felt good to be appreciated, especially on a strange, cosmic level, no less.  My father, on the other hand, bore a look of concern.  “That was a wonderful story, Yonda…. But why tell us?” 
 
    The seer’s face straightened with resolve and she briefly locked eyes with each of us.  “Because the world is at risk again, travelers… and you may be the only thing that can save it.” 
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    Vulnerable 
 
      
 
    The chamber remained silent for several seconds as Yonda’s words rested on our minds.  The world was at risk… Those words bounced around in my head, causing me far more grief than they had any right to. It made me think back to Earth, to the world war that had taken my mother from me.  I remembered how powerless I had felt back then, watching the news every day with bated breath as we waited for those bastards to drop a bomb and send us into oblivion…  Dammit all, I couldn’t just sit back and watch that happen again, not when I had the real power to do something.  I’d been told that this new life on Aetheria was a second chance, and dammit I was going to make it count! 
 
    “What can we do?” I asked, speaking directly to Yonda with a newfound firmness in my voice.  “I’ve already gotten my ass kicked once by the Asurans.  I don’t plan on letting it happen again.” 
 
    Hilda nearly fell from her chair as her gaze fell on me, a look of surprise etched into her face…. And was that a bit of adoration I sensed?  Either way, I glanced her way and gave her a quick nod before turning my focus back to Yonda. 
 
    “W-well,” Yonda stuttered, clearing not expecting that sort of reaction from me. “My duty as a seer has been to collect data on the history of the realm.  From what I’ve gathered, it appears that the only entity able to claim victory over the Asurans was a group of azure wardens led by Captain Cadmus Black.” 
 
    “And we’re to assume he’s dead?” my father chimed in before giving me a quick nod of affirmation.  It seemed that he approved of my approach to the situation as well. 
 
    “He is,” Yonda responded.  “Though that doesn’t mean he may not be able to provide us with a bit of help.  You see, Cadmus Black was one of the earliest incarnations of the azure wardens and a great source of pride for the gods of Aetheria.  He was both a staunch protector and an elite swordsman….  The first to be called the blade guardian.  When the deities first chose to intervene in the fight against the Asurans, they decided to first gift Cadmus a weapon.  Titelus, god of the storm skies, granted Cadmus one of his blades, a legendary relic that he and his familiars used to fell one of the Asurans. They hoped that the weapon would be enough, but eventually Cadmus perished in a mighty skirmish against the Asurans and his weapon was lost to the winds.” 
 
    I thought back to the storm god’s massive blade plunged into the ground near Stormgard.  Even a much smaller version of a weapon like that might prove to be enough to take down Vexes.  “Cadmus… he’s not gone for good then, is he?”  
 
    Yonda shook her head.  “Oh, he’s quite dead, but due to the recent arrival of your kind and the upheaval in Aetheria, I think may have uncovered the location of his lost weapon.  My colleagues to the northeast in the city of Lorethain have discovered a strong energy source emanating from a once-hidden temple… an energy source that closely resembles the power of Titelus.” 
 
    “Then we’re going,” I said with vigor, drawing looks of surprise from the others.  Still, I continued.  “From what we’ve seen, our past lives are over.  This realm is our home now, this is our reality…  Those dammed Asurans nearly killed me, they have my friends… If there’s a chance that this could help put an end to them, then dammit, I’m going for it.” 
 
    Quest Accepted: 
 
    Discover the Blade Temple 
 
      
 
    My father and Yonda both stared at me with looks of pleasant shock on their faces… hell, I’d even surprised myself.  Perhaps it was a testament to how much I’d changed on this realm.  
 
    “I’m with you, Zan,” Hilda said, suddenly rising from her seat and lacing her fingers in mine.  That strange, distant aura that had encapsulated her earlier had seemed to fade, at least for the time being. 
 
    “As am I, son,” my father added, placing a rough hand on my shoulder.  “I think it’s actually my job, to keep you safe and all.”  I gave him a quick smile of appreciation, which he returned with a knowing nod. 
 
    Finally, Thamriul emerged from the back of the chamber, arms crossed and face wearing a look of boredom.  “I’ll go too, but only if you promise me one thing.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Candor questioned. 
 
    “If you promise me we can end this history lesson and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Yonda shook her head in dismay before giving us a dismissive wave.  “Go, gather your things and I’ll alert my sisters in Lorethain of your pending arrival.  They’ll be able to provide further instruction once you arrive.” 
 
    “Thank you, Yonda, for everything,” I said, giving the woman a slight bow.  “And thanks again for keeping Hilda safe.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” the seer responded.  “Now go… and may the Kraken wrap you in his warm embrace.” 
 
    I masked a smile on my face as we departed.  Worshipping a god nicknamed the dammed Kraken… now that was one thing I didn’t think I’d ever get used to. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Shortly after our meeting with Yonda, the party split up to tie off any loose ends before our trip to Lorethain.  My father went to the guild hall to commission supplies and bid his guildmates farewell, while Thamriul went to the market to stock up on rations and wine skins. 
 
    That left just Hilda and I to peruse the city.  After doubling back to the temple to get any lingering wounds mended, we made our way over to the city’s armory.  There, Hilda used her share of profits from the thieves’ guild raid to have a new set of armor fitted. 
 
      
 
    Traveler’s Plate 
 
    A suit of armor crafted from thin plates of darksilver and woven together by a layer of black leather, this armor provides the wearer moderate protection while still offering full range of motion. 
 
      
 
    Hilda still wasn’t too keen on wearing a heavy suit of armor as she preferred fighting in her imperious stance.  Still, after enough melee clashes she had come to accept the necessity for some armor. 
 
    “Zan… I just wanted to say that I’m happy for you,” Hilda blurted out as we made our way out of the armory and down the dimly lit road.    
 
    “Uh, what do you mean?” I asked, giving the guardian a peculiar look. 
 
    “You did it, Zan…” she replied.  “You found your father, and you didn’t even have to find a way home to do it.” She was trying so hard to remain strong, but her voice began to crack as the words left her mouth.   
 
    Immediately, I stepped in front of the woman and placed a hand on each of her shoulders, my eyes gazing directly into alluring, hazel orbs.  “Listen… no matter what happens, I’ll find a way for you to connect with home.  I’ll find a way…” 
 
    “But you said—” 
 
    “Forget what I said.  If it’s possible to cross the cosmos… if elves and dragons and demons and magickk really exist, then there has to be a way to find your family.  I love you Hil…. Once we put an end to these... these Asurans, then we’ll find a way.” 
 
    Hilda leaned forward, resting her head on my shoulder.  “I’m so damn selfish,” she said, hiding her face from view. 
 
    “No,” I replied, running my fingers through her long hair.  “You’re strong and caring and brave and… and you’re perfect.” 
 
    Hilda chuckled as she peeled her head away from my shoulder before giving me a sly grin.  “And you’ve gone mad.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I replied, smiling back.  “But that’s part of my charm.” 
 
    Hilda shook her head dismissively as she took my hand in hers, and together we continued on our way. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After the armory, we made our way back to the Tidecallers’ guildhall where they afforded us a room for the night.  Hilda was still in a bit of a strange mood after her entrapment... she didn’t mention it though, and I didn’t ask.  I had to admit, I was thoroughly surprised when I left our chamber for a few moments, only to return and find her armor removed, her body laid bare.  Our eyes met, and I could see the vulnerability in her gaze, an unsteadiness that flickered beneath the flames of passion.  Without speaking, I let my long black coat slide off my shoulders and fall to the floor as I crossed the room.  And then, bathed in moonlight streaming in from the chamber’s open window, we embraced. 
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    The Temple of Blades 
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    Side Quest: Brenton 
 
      
 
    Brenton sat cross-legged in his cell, eagerly awaiting the guard to bring him his daily meal... a tray of pasty, tasteless slop.  It wasn’t that he was particularly hungry (he was), or that he craved that sparse little bit of human attention (he did).  No... more than anything, Brenton was sick and tired of rotting in this cell beneath Ravenhold, and today was the day he was going to escape.   
 
    The runecaster glanced up to the ceiling where a large, blue glyph let off a faint blue glow.  It was a glyph placed in every cell, a tool used to prevent the prisoner from accessing their magickk.  That should have left Brenton all but useless... but he was far too clever for that. 
 
    A few moments passed in silence until finally the door to the cell block creaked open and a raven guard entered with a cart of unappetizing meals.  It took a bit, but eventually the guard reached Brenton’s chamber and slid a metal tray through a slit at the bottom of the door.  
 
    “Thank you,” Brenton said with feigned enthusiasm, but the guard didn’t bother a response.  Just as well, he wouldn’t be liking Brenton much very soon anyways.  As soon as the guard completed his pass, the runecaster lifted his bowl of soupy slop off his tray and set it on the floor.   
 
    It was time to go to work. 
 
    Brenton dipped two fingers into the lukewarm soup, then quickly began to finger-paint on his tray.  It was a symbol that he’d traced hundreds of times with his fingers... the rune to activate one of his favorite spells.   
 
    A few more moments passed as he held the tray out with steady hands, carefully blowing on the makeshift rune as he waited for the soup-made-paint to congeal. Suddenly, the door to the cell block creaked again as the guard returned to retrieve the empty trays, banging on each door one by one until the prisoners slid their tray back through the metal slot.  Most of the prisoners were complacent, realizing that failure to comply would mean an entire day without a meal.  If only they were creative as he was. 
 
    Finally, the guard approached Brenton’s cell and banged on the bars, awaiting the runecaster’s tray.  Very slowly, Brenton slid the tray through the slot, waiting very patiently for…. 
 
    It was time!  Brenton leapt towards the bars of the cell as the guard began to yank his tray away, blurting out the words “activate rune: binding!” 
 
    The instant the guard removed the tray from the cell, it fell out of range of the anti-magickk glyph.  Then, to the runecaster’s delight, his binding rune that he’d scribbled on the tray came to life.  The guard winced as every muscle in his body froze, leaving him unable to move, unable to cry out for help…. and unable to stop Brenton from reaching his arm through the bars and retrieving the cell key from his belt. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Brenton quipped as he reached around for the lock and promptly let himself out of the cell.  “I didn’t want to have to do this to you, but that anti-magickk glyph in my cell really didn’t afford me any other options.”  Carefully, the runecaster began to remove the raven guard’s armor, until the man was left standing in nothing but his undergarments.  “Oh, and I’m really sorry about this.”  With his magickk restored, the runecaster used two fingers to etch a rune into the guard’s chest.  “Activate rune: detonate.” 
 
    An explosion erupted on the man’s chest, catapulting him across the cell block and into the far wall where he crumbled into an unconscious heap, not dead but certainly not rising anytime soon. 
 
    After taking a quick look around to ensure no other guards were lurking, Brenton carefully adorned the guard’s armor and pulled the raven hood over his head.  He couldn’t help grin… he’d picked up the disguise skill in the early days of his journey on Aetheria but had never had the proper chance to employ it.  It happened to be just another trick that he kept securely up his sleeve…. At least until now. 
 
    Voices rang out from the cells as Brenton prepared to take his leave from the cell block.  “Free us!  Let us out!” they yelled as hands reached through the bars, grabbing at his arms.   
 
    Brenton took a step back as his mind began to analyze the situation.  These people were captives just like he was…. they deserved their freedom just as much as him.  But on the other hand, what if some of them were truly criminals?  How would he feel if he loosed them back into the world?  And then there was the matter of his escape...  a group of prisoners running through the halls could certainly put a damper on things.  
 
    Brenton rubbed at his temples… why did he have to be so analytical?  Why couldn’t he just follow his gut for once in his damn life? 
 
    “You have a seizure there, Brent?” a familiar, snarky female voice called out from one of the chambers.  Brenton turned to his left and fixated his gaze on the scarlet-haired woman pressing her face into the bars of her cell… that snarky, beautiful, aggravating woman! 
 
    “Helena!” Brenton yelled as he rushed over to her cell.  “Thank the gods you’re not dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.  Now hurry up and bust me outta here.” 
 
    With a shaky hand, Brenton released the lock on her cell door, freeing the sultry warlock from captivity. 
 
    “Are you ok?” he asked, watching as the woman made a show of stretching her muscular limbs. 
 
    “Well enough,” she replied.  “Though I could use a damn shower.  What the hell were you planning on doing, anyways?” 
 
    Brenton sighed.  “Well, I was going to find Rhegar and get as far away from this place as possible.” 
 
    “You were going to leave me here?” Helena asked, crossing her arms and shooting the man a smug look. 
 
    Brenton shrugged.  “To be honest, I thought you might’ve been dead.  I saw...” Brenton began to choke up.  “I saw Wesley kill Zander, right after he took this demonic form.” 
 
    Rather than get upset, Helena merely gave the runecaster a quizzical stare.  “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I saw it happen.  He ran Zander through with a giant blade!” 
 
    Helena sighed, pulling up her interface and scrolling down to her friends list.  There she read off the names Zander and Hilda, both quite alive.  “Nope.  Both still kickin,” she said nonchalantly, drawing a wide-eyed look from the runecaster.  How could he have been so foolish?  Was he really too damn busy wallowing in his own self-pity that he forgot to check his interface? 
 
    “We need to find them,” Brenton muttered, gathering his thoughts as the feelings of shock wore off.  “We need to get to them before Wesley does.” 
 
    “First we have to get out of this hole,” Helena muttered, gazing about the dingy cell block. 
 
    Brenton grinned as his ever-thinking mind finally produced something of value.  “I think I may have an idea...” 
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    Sidequest: Helena 
 
      
 
    Helena walked down the long hallway leading to the end of the cell block, the tight fabric of her black robes hugging her body as she trudged on.  Damn, was she ever sick and tired of looking at the crumbling stone walls of her cell, of smelling the putrid stink of the filthy prisoner emanating from the cell next to her.  Hell, she hadn’t bathed in days and she still didn’t stink that bad! 
 
    Ah well, she thought to herself.  She’d be out of this hole soon.  All she had to do was follow the plan and.... 
 
    “Hey!  What are you doing?!” a raven guard shouted as he entered the cell block, eyeing Helena with a suspicious stare. 
 
    “Please... help,” Helena replied in the most innocent of tones.  She bowed low as the man approached, giving him an eyeful of her black robe’s plunging neckline. 
 
    “You should... a...” The man seemed completely flustered as he tried to formulate a response, unable to take his eyes off of Helena’s alluring curves.  She bit down on her bottom lip as her gaze met his, putting a huge smile on the man’s face that he just couldn’t seem to get rid of. 
 
    The guard appeared to be quite young and carried an awkward demeanor as he stumbled forward to face the warlock... she could sense his excitement, his unease... she could see it in the redness of his cheeks.  This man was exactly what she was looking for... easy prey. 
 
    “Can you give me a hand, soldier?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow as she laid a hand delicately on his shoulder. 
 
    “Uh.... s-s-sure,” he replied.  He stared hard at her face, seemingly trying to work something out in his mind.  “Wait,” he finally continued.  “Weren’t you one of the captives?” 
 
    Helena shot the man a look of surprise.  He wasn’t one of the normal cell guards, but rather a patrolman that had toured the cell block a few times in passing, and not once had he communicated with Helena. 
 
    She could see the indecisiveness in his gaze... he wasn’t sure what to do but she could tell he was growing nervous.  Well, she would just have to speed things up. 
 
    “No, no. I would never be caught dead in one of those cells.  I was in the main hall and my familiar scurried off somewhere... damned finicky nature Sprite.” 
 
    “They are the most curious ones,” the guard replied with a smile, his tone lightening.  
 
    “You... you don’t know where he might’ve gone, do you?” she asked, running her soft fingertips down the length of his arm. 
 
    The guard looked around nervously, as if checking to see if anyone was around.  Then he moved in close, his voice no more than a whisper.  “I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you this,” he said with a grin, “but there’s a large chamber down the hall, always guarded by a couple of guys way higher up on the totem pole than me.  Rumor is the room they’re guarding is filled with sprites. Who knows... maybe your Sprite ended up in there.” 
 
    Helena shrugged, as if to say “yeah, maybe.” 
 
    The guard continued.  “I’m not too sure what the purpose of the room is, but I bet if you ask one of the guild officers nicely, they can check it out for you.” 
 
    “Where did you say it was?” Helena asked, carefully draping her arms over his shoulders. 
 
    “J-just west of the cell block,” he muttered, eyes locked on the woman’s full lips.  “Through the iron doors and straight to the end of the hall.” 
 
    Helena smiled as she leaned in to give the man a soft kiss on the cheek before uttering a single pair of words... “Thank you.” 
 
    Then came the hard knee to the groin. 
 
    The guard doubled over in pain as Helena cast her chains of corruption spell, entrapping the man as he gazed at her with eyes full of betrayal.  “No offense,” she said nonchalantly before delivering another hard kick to the young man’s stomach, “but you’re not my type.” 
 
    Casually, the warlock strolled back to the center of the cell block where Brenton and the others quietly waited behind bars for her return. 
 
    “How’d it go?” he asked, pushing open the door to his cell once more. 
 
    “Found em.  This level.  Western corridor.  Two guards,” she replied.  “Now unlock the others, and let’s go make this place burn.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Simon and Dravus of the raven guard stood lazily in front of the iron door, doing everything they could to keep from dozing off as the minutes passed by.  Occasionally one of the guild mages would enter or exit the mysterious room, giving the men a nod as they passed, though that was about the sum of their daily excitement... and what the hell were they guarding, anyways?   
 
    It wouldn’t matter in the end... after all, neither of them noticed the scarlet-haired woman marching in their direction or the soft, red glow emanating from her palm. By the time they did spot her, it was already too late. 
 
    “Hey!  Stop right there!” one of them yelled, lifting a spear and pointing it in her direction. 
 
    “Sure,” she replied with a smile.  “Though I can’t say the same for my friend.”  Helena immediately fell into a soft chant, her eyes glowing red as a circular portal of energy began to open at her feet. 
 
    “Stop her!” Simon yelled, fumbling with the sword tied to his waist as Dravus valiantly charged in, spear in hand.  The guard grinned as he came within a few feet of Helena, certain that his spear tip would plunge into her shoulder and drop her low.  He didn’t want to kill her, not yet.  First, he would incapacitate her, and then he would find out what the hell was going on... 
 
    If he only knew how wrong he really was. 
 
    A thick, crimson arm reached out of the portal, snatching the spear out of the air and snapping it with a squeeze.  Shortly after came the obsidian-horned head, the torso and the snapping tail of Helena’s summon, the source of her warlock pride. 
 
    Helena had summoned the demon, Karzzroth. 
 
    After recently pouring all of her skill points into the warlock’s demonology tree, she’d acquired the passive ability to summon demonic servants without the use of spell components.  Even better, the creatures she summoned were subservient, viewing her as one of their matrons due to her strong connection with the infernal realm.  Karzzroth just happened to be her favored summon. 
 
    “Go, my love... kill them for me,” Helena said, her voice soft in comparison to the demon’s abrasive nature. The demon quickly obliged, lowering its horned head and charging forward as it stabbed the obsidian points into the first guard’s chest. 
 
    The man cried out in agony as his health reticle depleted and his warm blood sprayed across the demon’s horrific face.  Without pause, the demon hoisted him into the air and charged into the other guard, stabbing its horns through both of the men’s fleshy torsos and creating a giant squirming mass of blood and gore.   
 
    The infernal creature pressed the men into the iron door, giving them a violent shake every so often as their health points depleted alongside their precious lifeblood.  Helena looked on with a smirk on her face, watching as her demon did her bidding in visceral fashion.  Yes, she would show these dammed ravens what would happen when you crossed a warlock of Aetheria. 
 
    Finally, the demon let out a grunt as it let the lifeless bodies of the guards slide off its crimson-stained horns.  It then turned to regard Helena with a grumble, its glowing red eyes seeking the approval of its scarlet-haired master. 
 
    “You did well,” Helena praised, rubbing her hand across the demon’s leathery cheek.  “Now, just one more thing... open that door for me.”  The woman pointed to the iron door now painted with blood and nodded, signaling her intent.  This was likely the final task Karzzroth would be completing for the time being, as summoning a demon outright as she had done constantly drained the woman’s mana.  Failing to banish the creature before her mana pool went dry could cause her connection with the infernal spawn to sever, along with any control she had over it.... and adding a wild demon to her already growing list of problems surely wouldn’t help things. 
 
    The other cellblock escapees began to enter the hall and quietly file in behind Helena, watching with utter shock as her demon ripped the iron door from its hinges.  The infernal creature turned and gave the warlock a nod of approval, before wiping the blood from its face and returning to her side. 
 
    “You’ve done well, my love,” she praised, placing a hand on the creature’s chest.  “Now go rest.”  A runic marking appeared on the demon’s chest as a portal of dark energy began to form below its feet.  Slowly, a pair of softly glowing chains emerged from the portal, wrapping themselves around the demon before yanking it back into the infernal depths below. 
 
    “Maybe we were safer in our cages...” one of the escapees muttered under his breath, drawing another wry smile onto Helena’s face. 
 
    “No,” Brenton said, forcing his way through the front of the group.  “We’re getting out of here.  Just after we...” The runecaster’s voice trailed off as he took a look inside the now unsealed chamber, and the gravity of the situation finally settled atop his weary shoulders. 
 
    Lining the room were dozens upon dozens of tall, glowing chambers, each wrapped in a thin layer of glass and sealed with an Aether-binding rune.  Inside each of the chambers sat a creature, withered and shriveled and drained of their power, suffering like caged animals that yearned to be free.   
 
    The familiars had been found. 
 
    “Doomswell!” Helena yelled as she rushed to one of the holding chambers and met eyes with the gargoyle.  His stony skin had a newfound softness to it and his eyes had begun to sink back into his head. 
 
    “H-Helena...” the creature managed to spurt out before collapsing against the glass.  He had been drained of his precious Aether, pushed to the edge of death. Helena grimaced as she peered at the gargoyle through the glass... whoever did this to him would pay. 
 
    With a fiery anger in her eyes, the warlock went to work, removing the top of her robe and wrapping the black fabric tightly around her fist.  Then, fueled by anger and drawing looks of surprise once more from the other escapees, she punched her way through the glass. 
 
    Doomswell immediately leapt from the shattered holding chamber, jumping into the warlock’s arms as their bond worked to restore life to his malnourished body.   
 
    “I got you,” she cooed, showing a tender side of herself that she rarely revealed to the others.  Around her, the other escapees began dismantling the holding chambers, releasing their familiars and reforming bonds that had been all but severed. 
 
    “He... he was using us.  Siphoning away our power...” Doomswell squeaked out. 
 
    “Who?” she asked, the anger growing in her eyes. 
 
    Doomswell sighed. “Mostly lackeys down here... grunts to make sure everything was running smooth.  Though a few days ago we did receive a visit from that bastard man that traveled with us... Morose.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Helena hissed. She was never told why the raven guards ambushed her and locked her away, but she just knew it had to do with that bastard assassin.  “Did you hear anything, Doom?  Do you know where he is?” 
 
    The small gargoyle pondered for a moment, before giving her a slight nod.  “He spoke of hunting down Zander... he didn’t say where he was going… but he did mention sending a sizable force northward to the city of Lorethain.” 
 
    A mix of emotions began to stir inside the warlock.  She was angered by Morose’s apparent betrayal, but Zander... he was going to need her, especially if the ravens had turned on him.  She also desperately wanted to hit the man… how could he escape like that and leave her down here in a damned cell?! 
 
    “Brenton!” Helena shouted, calling the runecaster back to her side.  The man had a big smile etched onto his face, having reunited with his lion-like familiar Rhegar.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked, eyeing the door to ensure another patrol of guards hadn’t discovered them yet. 
 
    “Zander... he’s alive.... and I think I know where he is.” 
 
    “You do?” Brenton asked, his eyes lighting up behind his dirty spectacles. 
 
    Helena nodded.  “Shut the door and gather every caster in the room to the far wall over there.  Make sure they prepare the most destructive spells in their arsenal.” 
 
    Brenton cocked an eyebrow.  “Ok... what exactly do you have in mind?” 
 
    The warlock grinned.  “We’re gonna blow our way outta here, Brent.  We’re gonna find Zan... and then when Morose shows up, I’m gonna take that sword of his and shove it straight up his—”  
 
    “Ma’am!” one of the escapees yelled, interrupting her tirade as he pointed excitedly out the door.  “We’ve got raven guards moving in.” 
 
    Helena nodded as she motioned for the man to bar the door.  “You better get those spells ready quickly, Brenton.  It’s time to get the hell out of here.” 
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    Deadly Aromas 
 
      
 
    The wind carried a chill to it as it blew over Yggrash the morning of our departure.  Oddly enough, I’d never considered something so natural, like the change of seasons in Aetheria.  I supposed it was something that I should get used to, seeing that this realm was my new home. 
 
    As we began to depart, Greygor met us at the gate, an item in his hand wrapped in fine red silk and tied off with a golden cord.  “We recovered this for you, my lady,” he said, handing the item to Hilda with a smile.  “Wouldn’t want you leaving without it.” 
 
    Hilda returned the man’s smile with one of her own as she undid the silk wrappings, revealing Dragon Dance, her fabled sword.  Upon grasping the hilt, the weapon’s luster returned, and its flaming blade burned brightly once again.  Having been soulbound, the weapon’s true power could only be held in the hand of the formidable guardian. 
 
    Hilda and I took the lead as we made our way out of the marshlands, riding atop our windsteeds Zephyr and Galeforth.  Following shortly behind us was Thamriul and my father, both perched atop Horus as he tumbled along.  Above, Salence and Ivanellios rode the currents of the wind, soaring above the group as they dove in and out between the trees.  I chuckled, noticing a toothy grin forming on the dragon familiar’s face as he zipped by... at least someone was enjoying the change of weather. 
 
    Another gust of wind blew in, forcing me to pull my bladesinger’s coat tight across my chest.  Hilda noticed and immediately shot me a playful grin.  “A bit too cold for you, Zan?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I grew up in the Carolinas.  It didn’t get too cold very often.” 
 
    “I should’ve known,” the guardian replied with a smirk.  “I was an upstate New York girl.  Summer was something that only came two weeks outta the year...” Silence lingered as the words rolled off her tongue... memories flooding back to my mind in tiny segments like a scratched DVD that skipped over all the good scenes. I tried to embrace the memories, fleeting as they were, but they drifted from my mind like the ever-blowing winds until nothing was left. 
 
    And so, we rode on. 
 
    The first day of travel was rather uneventful.  Seeking the quickest route to Lorethain, we chose to take the Aetherian highroad, a heavily populated traveling route running across the realm’s mid-northern territories.  When we arrived on the trail I was surprised to find out that the highroad was indeed an actual road.  Unpaved and made mostly of packed dirt, the highroad spanned nearly twenty yards wide, stretching out into the distance until it disappeared from sight. 
 
    Merchants, caravans and groups of other travelers all shared the worn-down road, some looking to strike up deals and others just looking to plain keep to themselves.  We fell somewhere in the middle, with Hilda and I generally keeping to ourselves while my father and Tham chatted with nearly every passerby.  I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight of it... my father chatting people’s ears off like he’d lived here all his life.  I even admired it... an adaptability that had come with many years of life experiences... and something he had very recently rediscovered. 
 
    Razyr shifted between my shoulders as we trotted down the path, sniffing at a merchant as we passed by his wide assortment of spices.  Suddenly, another cold gust of wind blew through the area, sending a large whiff of the spices straight into his nostrils. 
 
    The drake purred, settling himself across the back of my neck.  “Winter’s Wail is approaching,” he said with glee, soaking in the cool breeze between the folds of his azure scales.  “Zander... you should really think about getting a heavier coat.” 
 
    I sighed as I pulled my bladesinger coat in tighter.  “Dammit Razyr, I just got this one…” And after all, the thing was once owned by an Aetherian legend! 
 
    Hours passed as we continued to ride down the winding road, trees and foliage growing sparser as we entered into a series of less-populated valleys.  Even the road itself began to thin, with more and more travelers breaking off as we ventured farther east. As Aetheria’s sun reached its peak in the wide, amber sky, we finally dismounted for a short break. 
 
    “So, these are our options, son,” my father said as he spread his tattered map over a large stone on the side of the road.  “According to the map, the highroad forks up ahead into two paths.” He traced his fingers across the map as he spoke.  “The southern path appears to dip down towards Karrihdan, crossing through hill dwarf territory and a number of low-lying valleys.  It actually looks rather safe.” 
 
    “And the northern route?” Hilda asked, arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “The northern route seems to be bit more... straightforward.  But...” 
 
    “But?” I asked, leaning over the map to get a look for myself. 
 
    Candor sighed.  “But in order to take the northern route to Lorethain... we have to cross the Leviathan Bridge.” Thamriul let out an audible gasp, but Hilda and I just exchanged confused glances. 
 
    “You’ve been there, Dad?” 
 
    “No,” he quickly replied.  “But Greygor talked about the place at length.  It’s a massive skybridge stretching over a scar left on Aetheria’s surface... a deep crater created during some ancient war.  Apparently, the bridge acts as a crossing into Iron Wolf territory, and the men there guard it with extreme prejudice.” 
 
    Thamriul shuddered at the mention of the route, but I wasn’t having it.  “How much of a difference would the path make?” 
 
    “Days,” my father responded, his eyes glued to the discolored map.  “It looks like the road shoots up North before turning east... if we cut through the Thornlands and cross the bridge, we could be there in less than two nights...” 
 
    “We have to try then,” Hilda demanded, re-inserting herself into the discussion. “We don’t know how long the others have... especially if they’re still trapped in Ravenhold.  We’ll show the wolves we mean peace somehow.  We need to get to Lorethain, find this temple, and finish this!” 
 
    Silence fell over the group as our eyes all settled on the guardian, her typically cheery outlook replaced with a fiery temple that could match Helena’s. 
 
    “Very well,” my father replied, shooting me a wide-eyed look before meeting Hilda’s determined gaze.  “We’ll take the bridge... perhaps the wolves will have the area lightly guarded with winter’s approach.” 
 
    “And if not?” Thamriul asked, giving the spiritwalker a curt look. 
 
    I stood, taking the center of the group as I raised a fist full of resolve.  “Then like anything else in our way...we convince them with our blades.”  
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After a short reprieve, we resumed our travels, making our way towards the Leviathan Bridge.  The wind began to blow harder in our direction, as if nature itself was urging us to turn back.... still, despite the cold and the imminent danger ahead, we pulled our cloaks just a bit tighter and carried on. 
 
    I thought heavily about what I had said just moments ago… the comment I had made about attacking the wolves.  It bothered me that my natural instincts had been to fight, to kill… it was as if I was still thinking like a raven.  Dammit all, I had to abandon that mindset if I planned on actually doing some good in this world… I had to abandon it just as I had abandoned the guild. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the highroad cut north, and we were forced to depart from the beaten path, now reliant on Horus’s nose to guide us to the next step in our journey.  Though I was more than a little skeptical, my father assured us that his hog was better than a world map... and indeed, before long, the burly tusked boar proved his invaluable worth. 
 
    Guiding us through a series of valleys littered with tall grass and wildflowers, the boar eventually slowed as we crested the edge of a seemingly endless plain.  The ground was covered in long, curling stems that ended in unopened flower buds and the wind carried the smell of lilac and honey.  It smelled divine... oddly reminding me of Helena and her almost supernatural allure. 
 
    “This... this is the Thornlands?” Hilda asked, eyes glancing across the far-reaching plain, an incredulous look painted onto her soft features. 
 
    “Were you expecting something different?” Thamriul replied with more than a bit of wit in his tone. 
 
    She shrugged.  “I guess... more thorns.” 
 
    My father sneered as Sledge vibrated with laughter atop his shoulder, though they quickly stopped once Ivanellios swooped down and startled them with an imposing squawk.  The noble familiar continued his flight before coming to a rest atop Hilda’s right shoulder.  “Your question is more than appropriate, lady guardian.  You see, the Thornlands adopted their name due to the hostile vegetation that grows here during winter’s wake.  Other times of the year, the land is filled with the most beautiful, most aromatic flowers in all of Aetheria.  It looks like we’ve arrived just before the season’s final bloom.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ivan,” Hilda replied, saying each word with added emphasis as she gave Tham and my father a stern look.  Razyr and Kord merely sat back and snickered as the men squirmed atop their mount. 
 
    As we made our way into the Thornlands, the usually quiet Kord began croaking emphatically, hopping around in between Zephyr’s hooves in a strange, nonsensical sort of way. 
 
    “You ok, buddy?” I asked, leaning over the side of my windsteed as I gave the sprite a quick inspection.  Kord looked up at me long enough to let out a loud, bellowing croak then continued his obsessive hopping. 
 
    “Zander... something has Kord troubled,” Razyr said, eyeing his companion with concern. 
 
    “I can see that,” I replied with a sigh.  “Any idea what it is?” 
 
    “I sense it too,” Salence said, replying with his dark, brooding voice as he hovered near the ground.  “Something feels... off.” 
 
    I called my familiars in close as my eyes scanned the horizon.  “Eyes up everyone... Kord may be odd, but his intuition hasn’t failed me yet.” 
 
    My father nodded, sitting up just a bit straighter on Horus as Tham casually laid a hand on the hilt of his dagger. 
 
    An eerie silence fell over the group as we continued, each of us on edge following Kord’s strange behavior.  Soon that feeling faded though, replaced with the allure of that beautiful, beautiful smell.  It seemed to grow stronger by the second, permeating my thoughts, my feelings. It made me feel... warm. 
 
    “This place is wonderful,” Hilda said, her cheeks flush with joy as she climbed off the back of Galeforth and began running her fingers through the vine-covered brush.  As if reacting to her touch, the many flower buds littering the ground began to open, revealing large, violet, star-shaped flowers that emanated even more of that beautiful smell.  I tried to resist, but I found the scent unbearable and in seconds found myself on the ground rolling in the violet blooms. 
 
    In seconds, I was consumed by it all, my coherent thoughts lost in a state of ecstasy.  Perhaps that’s why I didn’t notice the frantic nature of my familiars as they circled me, eyeing something large and winged in the distance.  Maybe that was the point... to be trapped in a state of bliss as death raced towards me from above, as the true predators of the Thornlands made their move, stingers held sharp and ready to strike.  My demise was fast approaching, and I was lying there with a grin, smelling the flowers.   
 
    Oh, how foolish was I. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Back at Yggrash… 
 
      
 
    Greygor stood nervously with his back against the tree, trident gripped tightly in his sweaty palms.  Around him, his men continued to fall, their bodies pierced with black-fletched arrows or the cold steel of a longsword. 
 
    Their mission had been a simple one... traverse the outer perimeter of Yggrash and force out the nomadic tribe of l’karri that had been harassing the city’s borders.  Greygor and his tidecallers had completed tasks like this countless times before, except this time they encountered more than just a few errant l’karri. 
 
    They were ambushed... by the ravens. 
 
    Greygor’s men immediately fell into formation, creating a defensive circle with spears and tridents pointing out.  It was a formation used for fending off monsters or other large invaders, but against a group of assassins they were little more than easy pickings.   
 
    First the arrows flew in, intercepting a pair of tidecallers that had failed to adjust their shields in time. Their health reticles instantly vanished as the arrows scored critical hits, the steel arrowheads burying themselves into a throat and an eye socket. 
 
    Next came two pairs of ravens charging in from either side, each of them brandishing long, serrated blades.  The four remaining tidecallers tried to form a defensive shell around Greygor, keeping their shields high to block out the hail of arrows as they used their polearms to stave off the blade wielders.  It was a sound strategy, but it was all for naught. 
 
    Swords found their way around the awkwardly held polearms and shields, piercing flesh and draining hit points until the guards eventually fell.  All four of the men were torn apart by the ravens‘ unrelenting assault. 
 
    And then there was only Greygor... 
 
    The Tidecaller leveled his trident as a single raven made a slow, cautious approach.  This man appeared different from the others, his skin a pale red, his eyes giving off a soft, eerie glow.  This man... this thing must’ve been the group’s leader, judging by the way the other raven assailants looked on with fear.  Greygor steadied himself, doing the best he could to stop the tremors in his hands as the red-skinned man made his approach.  There was no way Greygor was going to make it out alive, but by the kraken, he would take this damned demon-man with him!  He had to, for the honor of his men! 
 
    If only he knew he faced the veiled blade of Morose. 
 
    Greygor shoved his trident forward as the red-skinned assassin charged in, stabbing once, twice, three times in rapid succession.  The tri-tipped weapon cut through the air, but Morose was far too fast to fall to a mere basic attack. 
 
    Ducking low, then leaning right, the assassin dodged the first two strikes from the trident before deflecting the third attack high with his blade. This left the Tidecaller open for an open-palmed strike to the chest, a blow that sent resounding waves of pain into the man’s core and left him struggling to hold on to his polearm. 
 
    Morose continued his assault, kicking his foot out wide and sweeping Greygor’s legs out from under him.  The Tidecaller scrambled to catch himself, falling to a knee as Morose’s blade came crashing in.  Sparks showered the man as he managed to get his trident up to block, the weight of the blow sending a wave of pain pulsating through his arms.  He tried to push back against the assassin’s attack, but Morose countered, weaving his blade through the trident’s tips before ripping it out of Greygor’s hands. 
 
    Alone and unarmed, Greygor remained defiant as Morose resumed his attack, rising to his feet as the assassin’s bastard sword pierced his stomach.  His assailant remained emotionless as he forced the blade further into his stomach, forcing him back until he was completely impaled into the nearby tree.  
 
    Greygor closed his eyes, silently accepting his fate as his hit points drained alongside the insurmountable pain in his abdomen.  He thought he was done for... he was sure of it.  But the assassin had other plans. 
 
    Before Greygor’s health reticle could fully drain, Morose poured some sort of strange solvent over his wound, sealing his flesh around the sword.  The extraordinary pain remained, but his bleeding had temporarily halted... it was torture then, Greygor knew.  Well, he would die before he gave up the secrets of the tides. 
 
    Using one his black-nailed fingertips, Morose pried one of Greygor’s eyelids open, ensuring the Tidecaller was still lucid.  He then proceeded to draw a dagger from his belt and press it into Greygor’s cheek. 
 
    The Tidecaller shuddered, unsure if he could withstand another ounce of pain... but it didn’t come.  No, instead the assassin spoke, his voice deep and guttural and full of contempt.  He snarled, looking into Greygor’s tear-filled eye before growling a single question... “Where is the boy?!” 
 
    “The… boy?” Greygor asked, blood beginning to crest over his lips. 
 
    Morose gave his blade a twist, eliciting another howl of pain from Greygor.  “Yes!” he growled.  “Where is Zander Darkblade?!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    25 
 
      
 
    Protector 
 
      
 
    I lay in the field of violet flowers, trapped in a state of bliss as their pungent aroma left me in a trance.  It was mesmerizing… so much so that I didn’t notice the pair of winged creatures emerging from their underground lair.  The creatures circled us in the amber skies above, long stingers poised on the end of their tails as they prepared to strike. 
 
    “Zander… Zander!” Razyr shouted, his eyes wracked with fear.  He was trying to grab my attention, trying desperately to warn me of the imminent danger… but I just couldn’t seem to clear my damn mind. 
 
    The creatures above began to take aim, preparing to swoop down and devour our defenseless bodies.  I could see the danger… I could nearly feel it in the air.  I had to snap out of it, I had to get up.  I had to… 
 
    “BLERGH!” I nearly coughed out a lung as Kord used his empowered leap, jumping into the air before landing directly on my stomach.  A few of my hit points quickly faded, but the pain brought me clarity, snapping my mind out of that strange plant-induced fog. 
 
    And just in time, for I realized how much danger we were really in. 
 
    My eyes darted to the skies where a pair of massive winged creatures made their descent.  Their bodies were covered in gleaming scales of violet and yellow, their reptilian maws filled with rows of razor-sharp teeth.  The creatures very closely resembled dragons, though they only had two massive hind legs and no forelegs to speak of.  Perhaps that didn’t matter, for on the creatures’ tails sat a long, pointy stinger dripping with some sort of noxious venom. 
 
      
 
    Thornland Wyvern 
 
    Lvl 45 Elite Beast 
 
      
 
    The Great Thorn 
 
    Thornland Wyvern 
 
    Lvl 46 Elite Beast 
 
      
 
    Dammit all, these things were planning to tear us apart while we napped in their field of death… hell, they likely still would if I didn’t get the others up!  I shifted my gaze back to the others.  Hilda lay amongst the wildflowers, gently rubbing the violet blooms against her cheek.  My father had also dismounted from Horus and now knelt in the dirt, his face planted firmly into a particularly flowery portion of soil.  And Tham… wait, where was Tham? 
 
    “Wake them!”  Thamriul yelled, his voice echoing across the field as he went running in the opposite direction. 
 
    “What are you doing…” I began to reply before I finally realized what was going on.  The creatures had averted their gazes toward Thamriul… he was distracting them.  He was giving us a chance! 
 
    Immediately I went to work, giving my father and Hilda a series of violent shakes as the creatures descended on Tham in the distance, kicking up clouds of dirt and violet flower petals. 
 
    “Wha... what’s going on?” Hilda asked, wiping away the strange lavender pollen that had begun to form around her eyes. 
 
    “Get up!” I yelled, forging nevermore from shadow and pointing the blade in the wyverns’ direction.  The creatures hovered in the air above Tham, their stingers darting in furiously as the dark elf danced and dodged the venomous tips. 
 
    I turned to my father, looking to get him on his feet but the man had already leapt into action, charging in Tham’s direction as his spirit aura began to take form around him.  I followed suit, calling my familiars to my side as Hilda and I joined the charge. 
 
    As we approached, one of the creatures broke off its attack before taking flight in our direction, its stinger curled beneath its gliding body like an inverted scorpion’s tail.  My father met the wyvern’s attack head on, calling on his bear aura as the creature lurched at him with a powerful stab.  I could see the shock in his expression as the creature’s stinger pierced his translucent spiritform, knocking the man back several paces as the wyvern continued to soar by with a screech.   
 
    “Come here!” Hilda yelled at the beast, slamming her flaming blade against her aegis shield as she activated shieldmaster’s challenge.  If any of us were suited to take the brunt of this creature’s attacks, it was her. 
 
    The wyvern let out another screech before making a quick turn and swooping back in Hilda’s direction.  The woman steeled herself, falling into stalwart stance as the creature descended.  She dug her heels into the ground, but it did little to help as the massive wyvern slammed into her shield, sending her body careening through the sea of violet wildflowers as her health reticle decreased by an eighth.   
 
    The wyvern planted its tri-clawed feet into the soil and lurched in for a follow-up strike, looking to end its prey quickly so I leapt into action, launching a pair of throwing knives at the wyvern’s face as I sprinted in its direction. 
 
    My aim was true, and the knives found their target, slamming into the side of the creature’s head.  Unfortunately, its hard scales proved more than defensible, blocking each of the knife strikes as the weapons bounced off, landing harmlessly in the grass below.  Still, I had grabbed the wyvern’s attention… perhaps even long enough for Hilda to escape! 
 
    “SKKKRAAAAAAAAWWWWWW!” The wyvern let out a horrible screech as it changed directions and charged, its pair of thick limbs carrying it with a surprising amount of speed.  
 
    In an instant I channeled Kord into me as a ball of light, taking the aspect of the frog and using his Aether to perform an empowered leap.  I jumped several feet into the air as the wyvern’s snapping maw bit at nothing but air, its beady eyes filled with more than a bit of frustration. 
 
    I called Razyr to my hand as I descended, gripping him in my palm as he transformed into the drakesword and I fell towards the wyvern’s scaly back.  The creature turned its head at the last second as I slammed both of my blades into its back… and for a split-second I was sure the beast shot me a reptilian grin. 
 
    My blades bounced off as their sharp points failed to pierce the wyvern’s scales, leaving me off balance and teetering on the creature’s back.  The wyvern capitalized, arching its back as it launched its stinger at me with insane speed.   
 
    I tried to shadowshift away, but by the time I got my slayer’s mark up, it was too late.  The creature’s stinger stabbed into my side, hitting me with so much force that my body went sailing uncontrollably through the air.  Seconds before I slammed into the ground Salence swooped down, using his small draconic body to cushion my fall as we skidded through the dirt. 
 
    I immediately gazed down at my side, expecting to see a flesh wound oozing with noxious venom… but instead I was unscathed.  Then I realized…. it was my jacket!  Saved by the coat of the bladesinger! 
 
    My father returned to his feet and resumed his dance with the wyvern, this time calling on his avatar of Vorghan as his translucent tentacles wrapped him in a protective shell.  This spiritform was clearly far superior to any of the others he’d used before.  It was also an elite skill, likely giving him an edge that would amplify his abilities much further than his level, and yet the man seemed barely able to stand against the wyvern’s assault. 
 
    Suddenly a scream echoed across the violet field, a pained screech coming directly from the lungs of Thamriul.  I peered into the distance, watching in horror as the dark elf absorbed a stinger directly in his abdomen. His health reticle immediately plummeted, dropping into the red as the elf collapsed into a bed of flowers. 
 
    “Tham!” my father yelled, but I was already on it, shadowshifting to the other wyvern as my blades smashed into its face. 
 
    Resisted 
 
    Resisted?!  The damned creature resisted my blow!  There was no damn way we could take these things down on our own if it resisted my blow! 
 
    I grimaced as the wyvern recoiled, pivoting its legs and swinging its massive tail at my seemingly helpless form.  At the last second, I activated illusionary strike, becoming ethereal as the wyvern’s tail passed through me before reforming at Tham’s side. 
 
    “Fool,” he muttered as the wyvern stumbled off balance behind us.  The creature spun into the dirt, wholly expecting to have connected with my body just a second earlier. 
 
    Tham shot me a pained grin as a strange, green venom began to pool in the corners of his mouth.  “Take your father and run.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I replied, scooping the nimble daggermage up and heaving him onto my shoulders.  The wyvern promptly climbed back to its feet and lunged at us, but a well-timed empowered leap carried us well out of the beast’s range. 
 
    I landed in a crouch beside Horus, who had fled the battle and promptly dug his tusks into the dirt.  For being such an imposing creature, the boar really did not have a stomach for battle. 
 
    “Watch him!” I ordered Horus, setting Tham’s body across the boar’s bristle-haired back.  Then I turned and charged headlong back into the heat of battle. 
 
    Hilda and my father continued to struggle against the deadly wyvern, trading defensible positions as the creature continued to knock them around like mere pawns.  Though the pair managed to protect themselves from the creature’s deadly stinger, each blow continued to diminish their ever-shrinking health reticles.  And then there was the second Thornland Wyvern taking flight and soaring in our direction.   
 
    “We need to get out of here!”  I yelled to the pair, darting in and deflecting a tail strike that looked to snake past Hilda’s defenses.  “How far is the bridge?” 
 
    “Just beyond the valley… a few miles,” my dad grunted, swinging Sledge with all his might into the wyvern’s hind leg.  The blow managed to hit flush, knocking the creature’s leg in an awkward direction and forcing it to stumble off balance.  “You two get out of here!” he suddenly yelled, tightening his grip on the sprite hammer.  “I’ll—” 
 
    “No!” I interrupted, drawing a look of surprise on his bearded face. Again, he was trying to play the role of protective father, and in another time and place, I would’ve welcomed it.  But in Aetheria I was still the stronger one…  He may have been my father, but right now I needed to be the one to protect him. 
 
    “Get to Horus!” I ordered before rolling away as the second wyvern crashed into the ground beside me.  The creature flailed about, tearing up the ground as it tried to snatch me up in its maw.  I responded with a shadow snare, sending shadowy tendrils that wrapped around the bottom of the creature’s jaw, holding it fast to the ground, if for only a second.  “Get to Horus and head to the bridge!” 
 
    “What about you?” he replied, his voice conflicted. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I replied with confidence, before turning my gaze to meet Hilda’s.  “Hil, let’s take to the skies!”
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    To the Skies! 
 
      
 
    Hilda nodded, her stance firm and her gaze resolute.  The first of the wyverns was nearly on top of her, salivating as it sought to sink its venomous fangs into her flesh… 
 
    But it would not have her. 
 
    Hilda absorbed Ivanellios into her as a ball of light, causing translucent aethereal wings to sprout from her back.  With a quick flap she went airborne, narrowly dodging the wyvern’s bite attack and leaving the creature in the dust, screeching in frustration.   
 
    Following her lead, I dismissed Kord and drew in Salence’s Aether, taking the aspect of the dragon as wings formed on my back and claws grew on my appendages.  Without hesitation, I launched myself into the air, cycling the dragon’s Aether through my body to its fullest extent.  The wings themselves were still foreign to me, an ability that I hadn’t quite fully grasped.  Thankfully, Salence’s thoughts echoed inside my own, giving me guidance and allowing me to take the skies like the dragonkin I’d become! 
 
    “Here they come!” Hilda warned, pointing to the pair of wyverns as they ascended in our direction.  The creatures seemed to have completely forgotten about my father and Tham.  No, their focus was centered on the lone pair that had dared steal the skies from them. 
 
    Well, we weren’t going to give it back without a fight. 
 
    Hilda and I took off as the pair of wyverns closed in on us, riding the wind current as it carried us across the valley.  It felt amazing to soar amongst the clouds, to see the surface of Aetheria blur as I reached towards the heavens.  I wanted to savor it, to take Hilda by the hand and explore the skies with her... but that would have to wait.  If we dropped our guard for even a second, those beasts would be painting the clouds crimson with our lifeblood. 
 
    The first of the wyverns gained on us quickly, using its expansive wings to send it barreling through the sky in our direction.  As the creature closed in, I pressed my feet against Hilda and pushed off, sending us soaring in opposite directions as the wyvern chomped at the air between us.  The beast roared in frustration, then made a quick turn in Hilda’s direction.  My first instinct was to fly to her aid, but the second wyvern had already set its sights on me.  I just had to trust that she could handle herself in the skies... she had had her wings for quite a bit longer than I did, after all. 
 
    “Look out!” Salence warned, his voice bouncing off the walls of my mind.  My body instantly reacted, corkscrewing in the air as the edge of the wyvern’s jaw scraped across my back.  My dragon wings fluttered, regulating me mid-flight as the wyvern began to circle for another attack.  With half a second to breathe, I peered down to the ground where my father and Tham remained.  Thankfully, the pair were now atop Horus and making their way towards the edge of the valley. 
 
    The wyvern made its turn and began to charge at me head on, its huge sinewy wings catapulting it forward with impressive speed.  My instincts told me to flee, to turn and fly away from the imposing beast.  Instead I doubled down, channeling my dragon familiar’s resolve as the wyvern closed in. 
 
    The creature made its move once more, waiting until it was unbearably close before snapping its jaws in my direction.  Again, I let draconic instincts take over, giving my leathery wings a mighty flap and tucking my appendages in as the wyvern soared just inches beneath me. 
 
    I extended my legs back out, running the length of the creature’s back as its tail came in for an additional attack.  The stinger shot in, but using nevermore and the sleeve of my bladesinger coat, I managed to deflect the strike wide.  Then, before the creature’s tail could recoil, I leapt from its back and resumed my flight. 
 
    “You can’t keep this up forever,” Salence’s voice whispered in my mind.  “Not at the rate you’re feeding off my Aether.” 
 
    “We just have to make it to safety,” I urged, though I wasn’t entirely sure safety was what lied before us.  “Please, just hold—” 
 
    “Zander, dive!” Salence’s voice echoed louder this time, interrupting my thoughts with his fierce urgency.  Without thinking, I followed his instructions, pulling my dragon wings in tightly against my body as I let myself fall.   
 
    The air began to rush at my face, forcing tears to form in the corners of my eyes as I plummeted back towards Aetheria’s surface.  The wyvern followed no more than a few feet behind, its wings tucked into its breast as the creature gained on me, inch by inch. 
 
    My heart throbbed uncontrollably as my momentum increased.  The ground was coming at me faster and faster!  The tiniest miscalculation would leave me dead to rights! 
 
    Finally, I spread my dragon wings, swooping just inches above the cold, hard ground as my body and mind were flooded with exhilaration.  Foolishly, the pursuing wyvern attempted to replicate my maneuver, but the creature was far too heavy and not nearly as agile. Instead, it crashed into the ground with a sickening thud, its neck snapping under the weight of its body’s own inertia.  The creature had been blinded by its desire for flesh, by the rage of its previous failures... and now it had sealed its own fate in the valley of thorns. 
 
      
 
    8,000 exp. gained  
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You have reached level 33 
 
    Congratulations!  You have reached level 34 
 
      
 
    You have 4 attribute points to allocate  
 
    You have 2 skill points to allocate  
 
      
 
    My eyes widened as the notifications appeared in my field of vision.  I hadn’t anticipated that my dive bomb technique would work so... effectively, but apparently even high-level elite beasts weren’t immune to trickery.  And not only that, but my ruse had effectively earned me a solo kill on an elite beast, flooding me with an insane amount of EXP! 
 
    With one of the wyverns down, I turned my gaze back across the field.  There, Horus continued to charge on with my father and Tham atop his bristly-haired back.  Razyr and Sledge gripped my father’s waist, helping him maintain balance while Kord used his long tongue to keep Thamriul’s unconscious body strapped to the boar’s back.  They were ok... at least for the time being.  Hilda, however, was a different story. 
 
    I turned my gaze northward to find the winged guardian trapped in an airborne struggle with The Great Thorn, the larger of the two elite wyverns.  The woman held her aegis shield, Corvus, in both hands as the wyvern bit down on either side, shaking her slender body around in the skies like an armored rag doll.  If that thing managed to dislodge the shield from her grasp, then she would be defenseless against the indomitable beast! 
 
    “Hang on!” I yelled, flapping my wings furiously as I ascended in her direction. In seconds I was flying parallel to her and the beast, wings beating furiously as the two continued to battle at my side.   Without hesitating, I forged nevermore and took aim at the wyvern’s scaly neck, swiping at the creature awkwardly mid-flight.  Unfortunately, the blade did little more than pester the beast, creating a harmless shower of sparks that quickly disappeared in the moving sky. 
 
    “No, Zander!” Salence growled in my mind. “Use the skies.  Weaponize them!” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean?” I grunted, spinning away as the wyvern’s stinger jutted in my direction.  The creature was trying to keep me at bay while it wore down Hilda’s defenses. 
 
    “Let the wind be the blade that slashes your enemies,” Salence lamented.  “Become the point that pierces flesh.” 
 
    Suddenly my eyes lit with clarity as I understood what the dragon familiar was saying, as he made his intentions clear in my mind’s eye.  In an instant I swooped away from the wyvern, climbing high above the creature as I beat my wings furiously... Then, I struck. 
 
    I angled my draconic wings as a strong gust blew in, riding the current back in the wyvern’s direction.  My speed continued to increase as I angled my descent at the beast, growing faster and faster as if I was beginning another dive bomb.   Finally, I activated lunging strike as I leveled my blade at the beast, causing my back muscles to spasm and my wings to flap with violent force, launching me forward with a final push. 
 
    This time the wyvern watched precariously as I slammed into the creature’s side with insane speed, piercing its scaly hide with my etched obsidian blade. The beast roared in protest, releasing Hilda from its grasp as it flapped about the sky in pain, its lifeblood painting the skies green. 
 
    Suddenly, The Great Thorn began to flail, swiping at me with claws and stinger as it tried to tear me out of the sky.  Its health reticle had only dropped by an eighth, but clearly the blow had done enough to really piss it off! 
 
    Seeing me in apparent danger, Hilda flew out wide to the creature’s left side before swooping in and smashing its temple with a shield bash.  Again, the wyvern screeched, this time slashing at anything and everything that came within its flight path. 
 
    I tried to ascend for another strike, but the wyvern locked eyes on me and darted into my airspace, smashing me across the back with its spiny, scaly tail. 
 
    And then, I began to fall. 
 
    My body began to spiral out of control as I plummeted towards Aetheria’s surface once more.  I tried to right myself, to use my wings to catch the current, but the dragon Aether I had been cycling through me was nearly spent.  In seconds my aspect of the dragon would fade, and I’d be little more than helpless as I fell from the sky. 
 
    I gave my wings a final flap, doing what I could to correct myself and slow my descent as my familiar’s Aether dissipated and my dragon-like body returned to base form.  The ground now rushed at me like it had before, though any feelings of exhilaration I had during my last dive bomb were now replaced with gut-wrenching fear.   
 
    My eyes darted here and there, searching for something, anything that could save me from becoming a crimson smear on the realm’s surface… 
 
    Then I saw it.  Just beyond the edge of the valley, a chasm deeper than my eyes could follow.  It looked as though the world itself had been cleaved by the sword of a mighty god… and extending over it was a massive ornate structure of stone reaching to either end. 
 
    We had nearly reached the Leviathan Bridge. 
 
    My mind began to wander to a dark place as I came to the realization that in seconds, I would be meeting my sudden, violent end.  At least I had gotten them this far, I thought to myself.  Hilda, my father… I’d miss them terribly, dammit, I would miss so much.  But a warrior’s end… well, it had to come— 
 
    Suddenly, something slammed into my back with powerful force, scrambling my thoughts and rocketing me forward mere feet over the edge of the valley.  A pair of slender arms wrapped themselves around my waist as we glided, straining to keep us aloft as we closed in on the bridge.   
 
    “Hold on!” Hilda whispered into my ear as we crashed into the bridge’s smooth surface, our limbs scraping against stone as our bodies were tossed about.  For seconds we skidded across the bridge’s entrance until finally our bodies came to a rest among a cloud of dust and debris.  I turned my head to look at her, cracking a half-hearted smile as a line of blood began to trail from my nose. 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered, devoid of energy to even stand at this point. 
 
    “No problem,” she replied, her limbs extended as she lay flat on her back and breathed in heavily.  A sudden screech brought us back to reality as we used each other to sit up and eye the massive wyvern that continued to make its descent in our direction. 
 
    “I got nothing left,” she muttered as her Aetherial wings dissipated with a soft, sapphire glow. 
 
    “Neither do I,” I replied, forcing myself to stand.  “But maybe we can die on our feet.” 
 
    Hilda nodded, taking my side despite the pain coursing through her frame.  She put her hand in mine and together we stood defiant near the end of the bridge, waiting for the scaly reptilian to descend. 
 
    In the distance I could see my father, his hand outstretched as he charged atop his boar.  He would never make it in time... hell, I wished he would turn away.  Even in a world of violence, no father deserved to witness the fall of his son. 
 
    Candor yelled something that I couldn’t discern, so I averted my gaze to the sky, scaly, venomous death mere seconds away.  My muscles tensed.  My mind raced.  This was it.  This was the end! 
 
    CLICK!  CLICK! 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin as the strange sound of two mechanisms activated just feet behind me, launching two massive steel bolts straight into the air.  The projectiles cut through the sky like lightning, one slamming into the wyvern’s gullet and the other piercing one of its sinewy wings. 
 
    “Fire again!” a woman’s voice shouted, bringing about a second round of steel bolts that cut into the wyvern’s chest and neck, dropping the mighty beast right out of the sky. Its health reticle faded as the beast crashed into the valley’s edge, skidding to a stop just feet away from us on the cold, stone bridge. 
 
    I turned about slowly as experience points showered me like translucent flower petals, catching sight of the small force that had assembled at my back.  Two massive ballistae stood on either side of me, jutting from secret compartments in the bridge, and manning each of the weapons was a pair of armored soldiers, their iron breastplates etched with the symbol of the wolf.  
 
    Then I caught sight of her, the woman standing at the head of a small legion of soldiers, her face tattooed in war markings and her right hand replaced with a short, silver blade.  Ezry of the iron wolves, a woman I had watched Morose slay, stood before me, her wraith familiar floating eerily above her left shoulder.   
 
    Her gaze met mine for the briefest of seconds, a look of triumph in those emerald eyes.  “Take these fools into custody,” she ordered, pointing to Hilda and I.  “It’s time for them to face some iron justice.” 
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    Mercenary’s Mark 
 
      
 
    There was no resistance offered as the iron wolves swarmed us, spears and blades held precariously close to our faces.  I probably could’ve tried to shadowshift away if I had any mana left coursing through my veins, but staying in dragon aspect form for so long had left me an empty shell.   
 
    I watched as my father marched up to the crowd of iron wolves, fearful that he would see me in distress and launch a hopeless assault.  Thankfully, his gaze met my own for the briefest of seconds and he quickly understood... this was not the time to fight. 
 
    The man dismounted from Horus as the iron wolves surrounded him with spears, giving him enough room to function but not nearly enough to escape.  These men and women were refined and efficient, just as I remembered.  And oh, were they deadly... 
 
    “Bind them and cage up their sprites.  We’re taking them to Lorethain where they’ll face judgement,” Ezry ordered, calling on a group of her soldiers as they tied our hands behind our backs.  She then took a glance at Horus, who shook nervously around the wolves’ iron weapons.  “And get a leash on that damned pig.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The group remained mostly silent as we trudged across the massive stone bridge, exposed to the cold wind that had overtaken the area.  We all had been bound save for Tham, who had been hauled off by a pair of the iron wolves’ battle clerics.   
 
    As we marched, I tried to rationalize how Ezry could possibly be alive.  I was certain I had seen Morose’s sword pierce the woman’s flesh... hell, I was even wearing a pair of the woman’s gloves!  Yet here she was, back from the dead and seemingly ready to exact her revenge at a moment’s notice. 
 
    At least they were civil, I thought to myself, though the looks I was getting from Ezry had me second-guessing that early judgement.  I could feel the contempt in her gaze as she studied me with those sharp, green eyes of hers.  She held me responsible for the deaths of her companions, swift deaths dealt by the hands of Morose... I just knew she did.  If only I could explain to her that the ravens wanted me dead just as badly, that the assassin had nearly slain me back at Ravenhold just nights before! 
 
    “H-hey,” I muttered, drawing a swift look from the battle archer.  “I think maybe there’s some things going on here that you don’t quite understand.” 
 
    Ezry stopped in her tracks, bringing the entire company of over twenty men to a sudden stop.  “Things that I don’t... understand?” she asked without looking forward, her voice raw and full of scorn.   Suddenly, she spun on her heel to face me and blasted me in the stomach with a well-placed punch.   
 
    I dropped to a knee, sucking air as a few hit points drained from my health reticle.  “Oh, I understand,” she continued, her rage building with each word.  “Your fearless leader ruthlessly murdered my group... he even nearly killed me!” She raised her wrist, where a blade now sat in place of her severed hand.  “If it wasn’t for my wraith and his spirit displacement ability, then I’d be a corpse as well!”  The floating familiar responded to her words, nudging her cheek in an odd, affectionate sort of way. 
 
    “You attacked us, first,” Hilda interjected, rebuking the woman with more than a bit of fire in her voice. This seemed to set Ezry off, and the battle archer marched over to Hilda and delivered a hard kick to the kneecap.  Hilda dropped, unable to protect herself due to the bindings on her wrists, though she made sure to stay locked with Ezry’s fiery gaze. 
 
    “Well now I’m going to end it,” Ezry muttered, pressing her blade appendage against Hilda’s neck.  “That leader of yours took everything from me… even my ability to fire a bow.  Now it’s my turn.” 
 
    “Nooooo!” I screamed, charging in and pressing a shoulder into Ezry that seemed to knock the woman off balance.  She quickly composed herself and blasted me with a hard punch in the chest, dropping me for a second time. 
 
    This time my father interjected, shouting “Leave him alone!” as he struggled to escape from a trio of soldiers.  One of the soldiers, a man much smaller than my father, became nervous and jabbed at his abdomen with a spear. 
 
    “Enough!” Ezry roared, bringing an almost instantaneous stop to the chaos amongst the ranks.  The calamity seemed to have triggered her soldier-like instincts.  In fact, I was sure I could see the conflict in her eyes, her desire for revenge in an intense battle with her need for order, for justice. 
 
    Again, she marched over to me, grabbing me by the collar of my coat and hoisting me to my feet.  “Just give me a reason to kill you,” she growled, low enough so that the others couldn’t hear. 
 
    “Why haven’t you?” I responded.  To be honest, I still wasn’t sure why the woman had kept me alive. 
 
    “Because the mission is to bring you in,” she responded through gritted teeth.  “We know who you are, Darkblade... the prodigal warrior of ravenflight.  We had men on the ground in Airrigar during the siege of Vazryn’s castle.” 
 
    “Wait.  You don’t understand—” 
 
    “No,” she growled, cutting me off.  “You’re valuable to them... valuable enough that we can barter you to call off your guild’s dammed assassins.  I refuse to watch any more of my people die… Now be a good boy and march!”  The woman prodded my back with her blade-hand, but I absorbed the pain and held firm, demanding to be heard. 
 
    “Please,” I pleaded.  “Just let me say one thing.” 
 
    The woman paused, giving me a sharp look as she circled me with her blade.  “The iron wolves don’t give an audience to deceivers like the ravens... however, I don’t intend to drag your carcass back to town….  Lorethain is just ahead over the next ridge.  Speak your mind but understand that you will obey me afterwards.”  The woman’s wraith familiar left her presence and floated over to my head, its ever-shifting form prodding at my temples as if it was preparing to hit me with a mind wrack. 
 
    I took a deep breath before looking the woman directly in the eyes. “I’m truly and deeply sorry for what happened to your friends, for what happened to you. You were right to pursue me... I was the face of a dark, treacherous organization and I was too blinded by their lies to see it.  But that’s not the case anymore.... they pursue me and my kin just as they pursue you!” 
 
    “More lies!” Ezry retorted, leaning in close enough that I could feel the heat from her breath.  “That’s all you ravens ever do.  You think you’re so cunning, but you’re nothing but a fool... and I am iron!” 
 
    “Just look at his hand!” Hilda blurted out before one of the soldiers placed a gloved hand over her mouth. 
 
    Ezry gave her a quick glare, then turned and cocked an eyebrow at me.  “Another trick?” 
 
    I shook my head solemnly, trying to convey honesty with my gaze.  “Just... look.” 
 
    The battle archer strolled around to my back and leaned down to inspect my bound mitts.  Suddenly, she let out an audible gasp as her gaze settled on the strange scar that had formed on my hand.  Recently the thing had taken a star shape and adopted an odd lavender luster….  And from what I could tell, it had just greatly surprised my iron wolf captor. 
 
    “That’s a mercenary mark,” she gasped, her voice noticeably softer.  “But you only acquire one of those from abandoning a guild.” She paused, considering.  “The ravens don’t tolerate defectors.  They hold their secrets too dearly.  They... they’re going to pursue you to the ends of the realm.” 
 
    I gave her a solemn nod.  “Like I said, they want me dead.  Now can you please accept the fact that maybe we’re on the same side and release me?” 
 
    Ezry opened her mouth to respond, but before she could form the words a large crackle, followed by the sounds of shallow screams, echoed over the nearby ridge. 
 
    “Ma’am, I spot smoke!” one of her soldiers yelled, scrambling to the top of the ridge as he peered out over the distance.  Ezry and I quickly followed, my arms still bound but a blade no longer wavering near my neck. I could feel the tension in the air as we approached the crest of the ridge, fearful of what might await on the other side... 
 
    And then we saw it. 
 
    Our destination, the town of Lorethain, a satellite base for the iron wolves... was ablaze.  Pillars of fire rose from behind the town’s now unmanned barrier as plumes of smoke were carried off by the passing wind.  People... women and children, soldiers and able-bodied men made desperate attempts to escape through the town’s gates, but others dressed entirely in black hunted them down with blade or bow, eliminating any possible chance of escape. 
 
    My sword hand began to twitch as my gaze shifted to the skies above Lorethain where a cloud of winged warriors rained down hell on the innocents below.   
 
    “The ravens... those bastards!  They’re slaughtering them!” Ezry roared, her body trembling with rage.  “If only I could use my godforsaken bow...” Her eyes shifted downwards to the blade that now replaced her right hand as a mix of sadness and rage seemed to cross her face...  Dammit all, the ravens really had taken everything from her. 
 
    Suddenly, Ezry’s gaze shifted back to me and the others who’d collected on the ridge to witness the carnage.  “If I release you, will you help me take back the city?” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can,” I quickly replied.  “But the city looks to be overrun.  Maybe we can help get some of your people out and—” The ground beneath our feet rattled, bringing me pause as an eruption of fire and dark energy consumed a pair of structures at the center of town.  Ezry seemed to visibly recoil from the blast, the pain of witnessing her city fall clearly weighing heavy on her heart. 
 
    “Lady Ezry!” another soldier shouted, bringing an end to the woman’s brief second of solemnity.  “It looks like the black wolf company has gathered some of the fleeing townsfolk and helped them escape outside Lorethain’s northern wall.  They’re trying to flee but they’ve got ravens on their tail!” 
 
    Ezry nodded as the pain in her expression faded, quickly replaced by a look of sheer resolve.  “Can we reach them by foot?” she asked, her tone militaristic and direct. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” the soldier replied.  “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Again, the iron wolf captain nodded, then she did something quite unexpected... she raised her blade hand into the air and cut me free of my bindings.   
 
    “I know of your mounts,” she said.  “I saw them when I was tracking you.  I’ll send some of my men back to Yggrash with your wounded dark-elf friend... but I need to get to those people.  Can we ride with you?” 
 
    Without responding to her directly, I raised a hand into the air, calling on the cold, northern wind.  In seconds, a creature began to take shape, riding the very gales themselves.  Zephyr, my windsteed appeared at my side, prancing with glee as the winds stroked her mane. 
 
    It was then that I turned to acknowledge Ezry, outstretching my hand and giving her a firm nod of affirmation. “Let’s ride!28 
 
      
 
    Unleash the Kraken 
 
      
 
    We rode with the winds. 
 
    Ezry sat behind me as we rode atop Zephyr, her unsurprisingly strong arms wrapped tightly around my waist.  Riding parallel to me were Hilda and Roy, Ezry’s next in command, and behind, Horus tumbled along with my father and four iron wolf soldiers atop his bristly-haired back. 
 
    We’d rode along the town’s outer ridge, staying clear of Lorethain’s crumbling walls as the ravens continued to consume the place in darkness and death.  Perhaps the heroic thing to do would be to charge in, defy logic and take on the insurmountable odds.  Maybe our valiant deaths would even appear in legends one day…. But no.  Throwing away our lives would do nothing but guarantee the Asurans an easy victory over the realms.  We would save those that had escaped the destruction of Lorethain…  And then we would bring vengeance. 
 
    As we cut north, the scene unfolding was less than promising.  A large group of people had managed to escape the falling town and had begun to flee in a trio of wagons that were stationed near Lorethain’s outlying stables.   Motivated by fear, they dashed through the town’s outer fields as a small troop of iron wolves struggled to guide them atop horseback.  It looked like they hadn’t gotten far, which was a problem… because a large group of winged raven attackers had broken off from the main assault and were now in hot pursuit. 
 
    “We need to get to them before they’re surrounded!” Ezry shouted, pointing to the fleeing Lorethainians.  I nodded, then spurred Zephyr on even faster, riding the embrace of the winds themselves. 
 
    In seconds, we descended from the town’s outer ridge and headed north across the field, joining with the wolves and the townsfolk as arrows began to slam into the ground around us.   
 
    “Create a perimeter!” Ezry commanded.  “Defend the innocents!  And Darkblade, take me to the head of the pack!” 
 
    I leaned low on Zephyr as we galloped through the caravan of townspeople and rode up to the two men leading the pack.  My eyes went wide as I spotted exactly who it was that rode in the lead. 
 
    Two men each sat atop a pair of massive black dire wolves, indomitable creatures that made Zephyr look like a pony.  The man on the left wore tight darkleather armor with a pair of runic hatchets hanging at his side and an impressive looking longbow strapped to his back.  His long, brown hair blew in and out of his face as his wolf sprinted across the field while a smaller wolf ran parallel at his left. 
 
    And at his right, the other wolf-rider sat a bit less comfortably atop his dire beast, his fingers gripping tightly at the creature’s black fur.  This rider lacked any noticeable armor, instead clad in rather fine-looking travel wear with a pair of thick leather belts strapped loosely around his waist.  The belts appeared to hold a number of smithing tools used to create armor and weapons, their finely crafted nature easily spotted from afar.  On his back he wore a larger warhammer, likely used for self-defense.   
 
    I just couldn’t believe my damn eyes... leading the escape from Lorethain was the unlikely pair of Rhylor and Vic! 
 
    “Boss!” Vic shouted as he noticed us ride up alongside them. 
 
    “Vic?” I said as an arrow zinged by my head.  “What the hell are you guys doing here?” 
 
    “Running for our lives, Boss,” Vic replied with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Darkblade!  What’s the meaning of this?!” Rhylor interjected.  “Call your men off!” 
 
    “Not my men anymore, Rhy,” I replied.  “They want me dead just as bad.” 
 
    “Enough chatter!” Ezry growled.  “We need to get these people to safety.” 
 
    Rhylor nodded.  “There’s an abandoned temple a few miles north.  We can dig our heels in there and set up some defenses.” 
 
    “Then get us there, Captain,” Ezry ordered. 
 
    Without responding, Rhylor hopped to his feet atop the back of his charging wolf and equipped his ornate longbow, taking aim at one of the ravens who managed to dive in close.  “Burning bow...” he whispered before firing off an arrow that ignited mid-air before slamming into the raven, dropping him as his cloaked body consumed with blood and fire.  “Let’s move double-time, men!” he then shouted.  “We ride for the temple!” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    My mind raced as we darted across the field, dodging diving assaults from the ravens as they continued to pick us apart from the skies.  Some of the iron wolves had managed to fire back at our attackers, and even Salence and Ivan had taken to the skies, using their aetherial magickk to try and rebuff some of the attacks.  Still, the ravens had managed to take down an entire wagon full of villagers, and it wouldn’t be long before they managed to get another. 
 
    “How much farther?” I yelled back to Ezry before turning and launching an errant throwing knife into the sky.  
 
    “Just ahead,” she replied, pointing to some rocky foothills just nearby.  Apparently, the ravens had noticed as well, as a handful of them swooped ahead, before turning to meet us head on.  They did not want to see us escape... no, for them total annihilation was the only option. 
 
    “Darkblade... we need to clear a path!” Rhylor shouted, dropping back a few paces to ride along side of me.  “You remember the arena?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I replied, gearing myself up for a fight.  It was odd how natural my camaraderie to the ranger felt. On our first encounter we’d nearly killed each other, and on our second we fought for each other’s lives in the arena.  It was a bond forged in battle and blood, but a growing one nonetheless. 
 
    The first winged raven darted in, grinning as he flew just feet above the ground, a claymore dangling in his grasp.  “Watch your right,” Rhylor instructed, before nocking a pair of arrows and firing them from the back of his wolf.  The arrows flew through the air, forcing the raven to swoop to the right to avoid their sharp points. This left the man directly in my line of sight... just as expected. 
 
    I forged nevermore from shadow and swung the blade upward, shearing the man’s right wing off as he crashed into the dirt before being trampled by one of the horses at my rear.  It was an off-balance blow that I dealt the man, but thankfully Ezry retained her tight grip on my waist as I attacked, otherwise I may have found myself trampled alongside the raven! 
 
    “Two more incoming!” Rhylor shouted.  “Your bow... Aim high!” 
 
    I dismissed nevermore and quickly equipped Eagleshot as Rhylor took aim.  “Burning bow,” he uttered once more, launching a pair of fiery arrows at the coming ravens... though this time, things were a bit different. 
 
    “Ignite!” Rhylor yelled, causing the arrows to explode in a torrent of flame that nearly engulfed the two assailants.  The men swooped high to avoid the fire, hovering in the air above us for a just a split second before one of my arrows flew in and caught one of the men in the chest. 
 
    I scrambled to take aim at the second raven, but the man dove too quickly, coming directly at me with a thin, curved blade!  I winced, prepared to take a slash to the face, but the attack never came... not with Ezry at my back. 
 
    The woman watched as the raven dove at us, biding her time before reaching out with her blade hand and stabbing the assailant directly through his eye!  The man immediately dropped, his body going limp before he could even finish swinging his blade. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, straightening myself out atop Zephyr. 
 
    “Stay vigilant,” was her response, which I assumed was the iron wolves’ way of saying ‘you’re welcome’. 
 
    In seconds, we managed to reach a path at the base of the foothills, continuing our charge as the ravens regrouped in the skies above. The rocky hills grew larger on either side of us as we followed the winding path, our mounts forging on with everything that they had.   
 
    Anticipation grew as our group made it around another bend.  We’d nearly reached our destination, yet the ravens still hovered above, preparing for a last assault.  We were so close, just so damn close... 
 
    Suddenly, we reached the end of the hillside path and my jaw nearly dropped.  Sitting there at the heart of the hills was a wide, pointed structure of stone and steel.  The building was expansive, with one large pointed tower at its center accompanied by several smaller points along its sides.  At the front of the structure was a pair of large, ornate doors with markings that continued to stretch along the building’s sides.   
 
    “No way,” I uttered as a quest notification appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Quest completed: 
 
    Discover the blade temple 
 
    500 exp. gained 
 
      
 
    “Get everyone in!” Ezry shouted as we rode up to the temple’s doors.  A group of iron wolf soldiers immediately dismounted and went to work prying open the sealed entrance.  Slowly the doors began to slide open, but not nearly fast enough... no, not now that the ravens had resumed their assault. 
 
    “They have us cornered!” Hilda yelled, lifting her aegis shield as a hail of arrows pelted the area around her.  “They’re going to slaughter us before we get those doors open!” 
 
    Dammit all, she was right.  I grimaced, re-equipping my bow and taking aim at the skies.  Perhaps I could help hold off the ravens with a few well-placed....  
 
    “Oh no.”  My eyes went wide as a growing ball of fire came spiraling out of the sky, courtesy of a pair of ravenflight mages. “Take cover!” 
 
    The fireball crashed into the ground nearby, incinerating a pair of soldiers and sending smaller balls of pitch crashing into everyone and everything around it.  One of the winged mages let out a cackle as they began their chant anew, preparing to launch a second ball of flame in my direction. 
 
    “Enough,” a defiant voice yelled, a voice that boomed over the tumult of battle.  My eyes scanned the area until I spotted him standing above the others, perched atop a jagged rock with his familiar hammer in hand.  Candor the spiritwalker... my father, was facing the ravens head on! 
 
    Aether pooled around my father’s body as a translucent, hooded deity took shape around his muscled frame.  It was clear that he was pouring everything he had into the spiritform, as it had grown to a size much larger than his previous incarnations.  Nearly a dozen translucent tentacles unraveled as they stretched out from my father’s core, bringing the ravens the slightest of pauses.  They had no idea what they had just done... they’d provoked the wrath of the Kraken. 
 
    “Feel the power of the tides!” Candor yelled as he willed the tentacles into the air, wrapping the ravens tightly in his aetherial appendages and tossing them about with ease. 
 
    “Protect that man!” Ezry shouted as a trio of iron wolves rushed to my father’s side, guarding him from errant projectiles as the spiritwalker went to work. 
 
    And went to work he did. 
 
    Tentacles continued to lash the members of ravenflight, knocking them out of the air with brutal efficiency as they scrambled to switch to the defensive.  One of the ravens managed to dodge Candor’s tentacles before taking a dive at the man, sword drawn and ready to strike.  Unfortunately, he only came within a few feet of the spiritwalker before the hooded avatar of Vorghan reached out, smashing the raven between a pair of open palms and nearly obliterating the man’s health reticle. 
 
    “It’s open!” Rhylor growled, waving in the others through the temple’s open doors as my father continued to stave off the raven’s assault.  In an act of finality, my father recoiled his translucent tentacles, forming their ends into sharp points before launching them into the air in every direction, scattering the ravenflight flock to the winds with Vorghan’s wrath. 
 
    Suddenly, Candor fell to a knee as his spiritform faded, his body taxed to its limits after his all-out assault.  I raced over to him, Hilda at my side as we scooped the man up under his shoulders and hauled him back towards the temple doors.   
 
    The ravens began to regroup, scowls now on their faces as we retreated into the depths of the temple, slamming shut the structure’s large, stone doors behind us.  Then, for perhaps the first time since reaching the Thornlands, we breathed. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The ravenflight members pooled around the entrance to the blade temple, eyeing the sealed stone doors with more than a bit of scorn.  “We better pry this thing open,” one of them growled. 
 
    “I don’t know...” another argued.  “They said the wolves were our enemies, but a lot of those people seemed harmless.  We already sacked their city... do we really need to—” 
 
    “Yes!” a guttural voice declared, interrupting the man’s words as he descended upon the crowd.  The ravens turned their heads to witness Morose and his group of personal assassins approach from behind, a look of annoyance etched into the man’s dark, brooding face.  Morose hadn’t been part of the assault on Lorethain… no, he had traveled from Yggrash, hot on the trial of Zander and his crew.  Fortunately, that path had brought him here where a group of ravens stood fresh at his disposal… ravens that would suit his plans quite nicely. 
 
    “We have to hunt them down, for the sake of the guild,” Morose continued, rousing the men as he raised a fist into the air.  “If we don’t, they’ll only rally their brethren and come back at us ten times harder.  We must deal them this blow if ravenflight is to claim Aetheria... they must fall.” 
 
    “He’s right,” one of the original muttered.  “They had a Tidecaller with them.  They’ve already begun to rally against us!”  
 
    “Get the doors open!” a third raven shouted.  “We won’t let them flee the ravens!” 
 
    “For ravenflight!” the men began chanting as a handful of them began to pry at the door. 
 
    “Yes...” Morose whispered, eyeing the temple with more than a bit of scorn.  “For ravenflight... and for a final end to that damned Slayer...” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    29 
 
      
 
    Forceable Entry 
 
      
 
    Darkness engulfed us as the doors to the temple slammed shut, along with the eeriness with that accompanied entering a long-abandoned building.  Thankfully, a few of us had torches, and in seconds the sconces surrounding the circular room were burning anew. 
 
    Inside there looked to be nearly forty of us... twenty terrified townspeople, another fifteen or so iron wolves including Rhylor, Vic, and Ezry, plus my father, Hilda and myself.  Our familiars were also present, and of course Horus, which also bolstered our numbers just a bit. 
 
    As we gathered at the chamber’s center, Ezry’s instincts took over and she began shouting orders.  “Wolves, we have enemies gathering at the door.  Do what you can to prevent them from getting in, and if they do... show them who the true predators are.”  She then turned to my father, who’d taken a seat on the floor to rest.  “Thank you, Tidecaller.  Without your bravery, we might’ve perished out there.” 
 
    “No problem,” my dad replied, giving her a thumbs up before turning and shooting me a wink.  I gave him a slight smile of affirmation, then turned to Rhylor and Vic.  “What the hell are you guys doing here?” 
 
    Vic grinned.  “Our guild, the black wolf company got absorbed by the iron wolves.  They bought us out thanks to yours truly... gave us positions of rank, our own housing... the whole nine.  And all I have to do is make them armor with these hands of mine.”  Vic wiggled his fingers in the air in front of me in a goofy fashion, though I could easily sense the pride in his voice as he spoke.  He’d gone from a man afraid of low-level swordsmen to the armorer of one of Aetheria’s great guilds in a matter of months... dammit all, maybe he was more cut out for this world than I thought! 
 
    “Zan!” Hilda shouted as she rushed over to my side.  “This is it!  This is the blade temple!” 
 
    “I know...” I replied solemnly.  “But we never made it to the priests in Lorethain.  We don’t even know what we’re here to do.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you must figure it out, Zander,” Razyr cut in, climbing back up to his resting spot atop my shoulder.  I chuckled, then slowly I began scouring the chamber for clues. 
 
    The room where we had found ourselves was quite massive, a circular area with stone walls covered in strange markings accompanied by etchings of long, symmetrical blades.  There were no windows or doorways in the chamber... hell, there wasn’t even a chair to sit in.  No, the only discernible feature that the room contained was a plain, silver sarcophagus placed directly at the chamber’s center. 
 
    With trepidation, I walked over to the silver tomb and gave it a quick inspection but found nothing to identify its contents.  Hilda walked up beside me and gave it a look for herself, Ivan perched on her shoulder and wearing a look of worry.  “Do you... do you think this is the tomb of Cadmus Black?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I mean, that would make sense.  Does that mean that his weapon is buried in there with him?  Are we... are we going to be grave robbers?” 
 
    “What the hell are you two talking about?” Rhylor asked, backpedaling towards us with an axe in each hand.  The ranger remained ever-vigilant, keeping his eyes on the large, stone doors as he approached. 
 
    “Well, you see...” I began to explain, but a sudden wave of screams filled the chamber, drowning out my voice. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” Rhylor yelled, but the answer to his question was already unfolding before us.  The stone doors to the temple slowly began to slide open as the ravenflight weapons pried at the entrance.  Inch by inch, the doors began to give way, allowing Aetheria’s natural light to pour in and bringing us ever closer to decimation. 
 
    “Stop them!” Ezry shouted, joining her wolves as they slammed their swords into the opening, stabbing at the ravens as they tried to work their way in. 
 
    The prying seemed to stop momentarily as some of the iron wolves withdrew their weapons, blades now stained with fresh raven blood. A few of the soldiers even grinned, thinking they’d begun to repel their foes. 
 
    Unfortunately, these men didn’t know the ravens well enough. 
 
    Suddenly, the floor of the chamber began to rattle as pounding began to echo off the temple’s stone doors... a consistent, deafening drum that began to produce cracks in the seemingly unbreakable portal.  It was clear then, to everyone in the chamber... the ravens would not be deterred. 
 
    I forged nevermore from shadow as Hilda withdrew her flaming blade and called my familiars to my side.  My natural regeneration had restored most of my mana and my wounds were minor at best.  When these ravens entered the chamber, I would be more than ready to give them hell. 
 
    Seconds passed as the pounding continued and my eyes drifted across the room.  The refugees from Lorethain had gathered against the far wall, leaving the wolves standing, armed and ready at the door.  Unfortunately, many of them wore looks of fear and uncertainty... a combination that would prove deadly for us all. 
 
    “Men!” Ezry shouted, grabbing their attention as she slammed her blade hand against the wall.  “Death is knocking at our doors.  It has come for us, seeking to drag us into the abyss.... but now is not our time!  We may be outnumbered... we may even be outclassed... but we are iron wolves!” 
 
    The men shouted, raising their weapons in the air. 
 
    “I know of many who would cower when faced with annihilation, but not the wolves.  No, we turn to danger, bare our teeth and remind them of why they call us iron!  That is why we’ll be victorious! Now fight... for the pack and for Aetheria!” 
 
    The iron wolf soldiers let out an exhilarating howl, one so loud that the ravens surely heard.  Their looks of fear had vanished, replaced by the faces of warriors hardened by battle.  The men were ready... ready to give their lives to take down those damned ravens... 
 
    Just then, the temple doors shattered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    30 
 
      
 
    Mortality 
 
      
 
    The doors to the chamber crumbled, flooding the chamber with the sun’s rays and leaving me momentarily blind.  I winced, rubbing at my orbs as the sound of clashing steel filled the chamber.   
 
    “Zander, look out!” Razyr shouted as the sound of footsteps rushed towards me.  My vision returned, and I opened my eyes to see Morose just feet in front of me, his bastard sword leveled at my neck.   
 
    “Goodbye, Darkblade,” he uttered, swinging his blade at me with vicious force before I could even think to react.  In a flash, my life would be over, my second chance taken by a man who I once called an ally.  It was the end... 
 
    Then my father arrived. 
 
    Candor leapt in at the last second, using Sledge to bash Morose in his side and knock the man away before he could finish his strike.  Morose absorbed the blow with a growl, sliding on the balls of his feet before shifting and recoiling with an attack of his own.  My chest tightened as I moved to react, as I tried to leap to my father’s rescue... 
 
    The assassin moved with a speed so profound, with an efficiency earned through a lifetime of killing.  Dark energy pooled around Morose’s blade as the man called on his Asuran power and stabbed his sword directly into my father’s chest. 
 
    “NOOOO!” I screamed as his health reticle plummeted and his lifeblood spilled out onto the cold, stone floor.  My father had already been weakened by his use of spiritform... saving me had likely taken everything he had. Dammit all, this couldn’t be happening.  It couldn’t! 
 
    “Fool,” Morose uttered as he withdrew his blade, allowing Candor to slump to the floor.  Around us ravens and wolves engaged in an all-out battle... Ezry, Hilda, Rhylor and even Vic all fought in a struggle that nearly consumed the entire chamber... but I heard none of it.  No, my tear-filled eyes remained fixated on that bastard Morose, and with everything that I had, everything that I was... I would make him pay. 
 
    “To me!” I commanded my familiars, drawing the trio into my chest as balls of light.  Their Aether flooded my veins as it cycled through my body, lending me their strength, their speed, their vitality.   
 
    “That’s not going to be enough, Darkblade,” Morose spat as his body began to take on a transformation of its own.  His skin turned a pale red as a pair of horns emerged on his forehead, splitting his long, black hair.  This Asuran... he was nothing more than a demon hiding in man’s skin...  A plague on the realms, and one that I intended to finally put an end to. 
 
    “How dare you,” I growled, gripping nevermore in both hands as I took a step forward.  “You slaughter innocents... you attack my friends... you... dammit, you even dare strike down my father!” 
 
    Morose grinned, glancing to my fallen father before turning back to me.  “Perhaps I find that the title orphan fits you much better.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” I roared, channeling Salence’s draconic rage as I charged in with my sword.  I swung high with a strong, visceral blow, but the assassin parried, stopping my attack in its tracks with his own blade. I recoiled without pause, this time swinging low for his abdomen as Aether pooled around nevermore’s edge. 
 
    “Azure Blade!” I howled as my sword slammed into the assassin’s once more, releasing a torrent of energy that caused the man to wince. 
 
    I acted on pure instinct, slamming my blade into the assassin’s defenses over and over, forcing the man to take a step back with each passing blow.  I was hungry for revenge, hungry for blood... so hungry in fact that I didn’t notice the grin forming on his pale, red face. 
 
    My next attack went high, though this time Morose ducked before nailing me in the chest with a well-timed elbow.  I stumbled back, gasping for air as the man pounced, stabbing into my chest with his own blade... 
 
    But I wasn’t there. 
 
    My form faded from view, re-appearing behind Morose as I activated illusionary strike.  It seemed that the assassin had gotten caught up in the heat of battle as well, and he paid for it with a stab directly into the back of his shoulder, an attack that drained a small chunk from his health reticle. 
 
    “Die!” I yelled, ducking the man’s spinning recoil before hitting him with another slash at his abdomen.  The assassin stumbled back, regaining his composure as a thin line of Asuran blood ran down the length of my blade. 
 
    “Perhaps, I underestimated you, Darkblade,” he said as crimson energy began to swirl around his form.  “But no matter... now you’ll be lucky enough to get a glimpse of true power before I end you for good!”  The crimson aura completely enveloped the assassin, causing his muscles to expand and his size to increase as small spikes grew from his elbows, shoulders and chest.  The black armor that he once wore fell off his body, revealing a torso covered in strange, runic markings cut directly into his flesh.  If there was any doubt that these creatures, these Asurans, were some form of demon, then that doubt was completely gone. 
 
      
 
    Death Aura 
 
    The Asuran channels the power of death, transforming his body into a weapon of war.  The Asuran’s strength and speed are increased. 
 
      
 
    Done with words, Morose charged at me with another straightforward attack, swinging his bastard sword with both hands in a vicious overhead strike. I brought nevermore up to block, thinking to make a swift counter... dammit all, was that foolish. 
 
    Morose’s blade crashed into nevermore, shattering its obsidian edge and completely shearing the weapon in two.  The assassin followed through with his strike, slamming his blade into my bladesinger coat, dragging it across the coat’s folds until the sword clipped my exposed chest waiting at the coat’s edge.  
 
    I fell hard, skidding backwards several yards as the impact of Morose’s blow knocked me clear off my feet.  Blood began to pour from the laceration on my chest as my health reticle plummeted into the red.  One blow... one blow and I’d nearly been defeated.  No!  This was not how things were supposed to go! 
 
    “Dad….” I said, gazing to my left as I continued to bleed out on the stone floor.  My father lay just yards away from me, his body quite still as his familiar Sledge tried to nudge him awake.  The thought of reuniting with him again brought me an inkling of comfort, a feeling I quickly pressed away.  I could never back down to these bastards!  I would fight them until my final breath… even if I couldn’t stand! 
 
    Morose was on me again in seconds, standing over my body as he prepared to rain down certain death.  I turned to face him as he prepared to rain down certain death, even if I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction... apparently neither did Rhylor. 
 
    “Get off of him, you piece of shit!” the ranger roared, slamming his twin axes into the assassin’s unguarded back.  Morose let out a howl of pain before pivoting and slamming his blade’s pommel into the ranger, sending him careening through the open air of the chamber. 
 
    “He said get away from him!” another voice shouted as Hilda charged in from the left.  She raised her shield and bashed it into the demon-man’s side, drawing a growl of ire from his mouth.  The guardian struck at him with her flaming blade, but Morose caught her wrist with his hand.  With his other, he grabbed her around the neck, hoisting the woman into the air before taking a step forward and slamming her into the silver sarcophagus, causing it to crack down either side. 
 
    Again, Morose turned his attention to me, and again he was foiled as another blade stabbed into his side, this time belonging to Ezry.  “We won’t stop coming for you,” she growled, giving the weapon a twist as the assassin’s lifeblood began to spill. 
 
    Morose turned and smashed her with the back of his hand, causing her head to snap back and her body to go limp. “Quiet now,” he said, grimacing as he dislodged the sharp weapon from his side. 
 
    How... how could this happen? Everyone had rallied to my side, and still we couldn’t stand against the Asuran’s dark might.  No, it couldn’t end this way... it just couldn’t.  Using every last bit of strength that I could muster, I pulled myself back to my feet, putting a grin back on the assassin’s devilish face.  “You... won’t win this,” I muttered, raising my fists up to fight.  I cycled the Aether of my three familiars, trying to desperately to call on strength that I knew wasn’t there. 
 
    “Pathetic,” Morose replied as he gripped my face in his palm.  He squeezed, digging his fingertips into my flesh before giving me an effortless shove, sending my body stumbling to the left. I put my hand out to catch myself, but it didn’t find the stone floor.  Instead, my open palm rested on the hard back of Sledge, my father’s mighty familiar. 
 
    Suddenly a wave of emotion washed over me as a connection to Sledge began to form.  I could feel it... the sprite’s love for my father, his hate for Morose... and his resolve to avenge the man with whom he shared a bond. 
 
    “Lend me your strength,” I urged, sensing Morose approaching from behind.  Perhaps if the familiar took his hammer form, I could fend the assassin off until the others rallied.  “Please... help me end this madness.” 
 
    The sprite gave me a wide-eyed look, as if he were peering past my flesh and into my soul.  Time seemed to stand still for the briefest of seconds as the sprite’s judgment was passed.  Then, to my utter surprise, the creature recoiled before entering my chest as a ball of light. 
 
    My muscles tensed as the Aether of a fourth familiar coursed through my veins like lightning, sending jolts of what felt like electricity through every inch of my body.  Then came the heat, like a raging inferno had begun to grow inside my chest, a swelling power that I fought with every fiber of my being to contain. I let out a cry both primal and raw as Sledge’s Aether cycled through me with the others.  It was going to destroy me.... it was going to tear me apart from the inside! 
 
    “Zander!  You can do this!  Focus!” Razyr’s voice echoed in my mind as ripples of energy passed over me.  Through the pain I caught glimpses of Rhylor, of Hilda, of Vic... and of my father.  They had given me this one chance, and dammit all, I would seize it! 
 
    I clenched my fists as the storm raged within, ignoring the pain and cycling the Aether through my body at a rapid pace.  I could feel Sledge’s power syncing with the others, melding to create an energy in my core stronger than anything I had ever witnessed.  It felt like I had tamed a hurricane churning inside of my body.  It was terrifying, it was exhilarating... and now it was mine to wield. 
 
    Boots scraped the ground behind me as Morose made his approach, sword raised as he prepared to finish me off.  The fool had enjoyed exercising his power.  He’d toyed with my friends, he’d picked them apart and left them for dead... well, now it was time to show him the error of his ways. 
 
    I spun to face the assassin as my body flooded with Aether, fully embracing the power of four familiars.  My eyes illuminated with a bright, azure glow as an aura of blue energy swirled around my body, encasing me like armor as trails of pure Aether began to dance in my palms.  I focused on them, forming the lines of energy into a pair of curved translucent blades in each hand... I was armed and ready for war. 
 
    Suddenly, a notification appeared in the corner of my vision… 
 
      
 
    Mantle of the Azure Warden 
 
    1st Sequence  
 
      
 
      
 
    “That won’t save you!” Morose said as he swung his blade in my direction.  The attack seemed to come slower than it had before, allowing me to dodge low and counter with a pair of sidelong slashes.  The assassin growled in pain as his blood sprayed across the stone.   It was amazing... My body felt so much lighter, but my strikes carried a profound weight to them, like a power strong enough to shatter stone.   
 
    Morose eyed his wounds, then clenched his teeth and charged in anew, swinging his blade with a fury unmatched.  I backpedaled, spinning my newly crafted blades in rapid succession, knocking away his attacks before they managed to reach my flesh.  Suddenly, Morose shifted, stabbing low with a deft strike that slipped past my blades.  I winced, preparing to feel the sting of his sword pierce my stomach, but the attack never came through. 
 
    To my utter shock, the Aether swirling around my body latched onto his weapon, coming to life like a symbiote as it latched onto his blade!  Morose gasped, foolishly retaining his grip on the sword as I slashed away at his defenseless form.  
 
    In less than a second, I managed to land three successful strikes across his chest, shoulder and neck, leaving thin lines of aetherial blue etched into his skin where my blade had just been.  His health reticle had also taken a massive hit, nearly dropping below a third. 
 
    “It’s over, Morose,” I said, pointing a blade at his face as I moved in with a newfound resolve.  Having the minds of four familiars inside of me had brought me such strength, such clarity.  “You’ve lost.” 
 
    “No!” the assassin howled.  “This realm will crumble under the claws of the Asurans.... and you with it!”  
 
    The assassin’s blade began to glow a bright crimson as he made his charge, calling forth his dark energy for a single, devastating attack.  “Asuran Revenge!” he roared as the blade came crashing in, swinging downward in an attack that would cleave any normal man in two... but I was no normal man.  I was a slayer, a warrior built for battle.  I was one of the chosen, a protector of the realm... I was an azure warden. 
 
    I slammed my translucent blades together, melding their Aether together, molding them into the form of a large kite shield that I held high.  Morose’s weapon crashed into my shield, nearly causing my knees to buckle as the blade slammed down and dark energy rippled across the chamber.  I dug my heels in as the pressure mounted, nearly losing my footing under the weight of the blow, but dammit all I would not relent! 
 
    Suddenly, the Aether swirling around my body reached out and anchored itself to the ground, giving me the stability that I needed to push back against my powerful foe.  I clenched my teeth and pushed forward with everything I had, knocking away the assassin’s bastard sword and hitting him with a shield strike directly on his face.  The Asuran stumbled back, his breathing labored as he eyed me scornfully. 
 
    “Impossible,” he growled.  “Impossible!”  Morose tried to rise, but I pulled on the Aether shield, stretching the aethereal energy and creating a translucent longbow that I used to fire a pair of shimmering arrows into his leg.  He wouldn’t be escaping... I couldn’t let that happen.  Not after what he had done. 
 
    “I’m going to hunt down each and every one of you,” I said to Morose as I stood over his body, Aether swirling wildly in my palms.  “I’m going to wipe your people off the cosmos.  Not a single Asuran will be spared... and no one will remember you.” 
 
    Morose let out a roar of defiance, climbing to a knee as the Aether in my hands formed into a massive great sword. 
 
    “Azure Justice!” I howled, bringing the blade down with unbridled force.  The weapon sliced through the Asuran with ease, shattering him, engulfing his body in bright blue light as tiny pieces of him began to break away, disintegrating and scattering to the wind... and then there was nothing left. 
 
    I fell to a knee as the Aether in me began to dissipate and my four familiars exited my body.  Experience points showered me like falling leaves and a level increase notification appeared in my field of view, but I ignored it.  I had nothing left... and neither did my sprites.  We’d given everything, everything and more.  But perhaps, today that would be enough... 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    My power was fleeting... moments ago I had a tempest of Aether churning inside of me and now I couldn’t even stand.  I fell forward onto my stomach, the cool, stone ground offering me the tiniest bit of comfort as I gazed around, trying to gather my thoughts.  The bodies of wolves and ravens lay scattered about the temple, the walls and floors painted crimson with battle. 
 
    I tried to make an account of my companions... Hilda began to stir atop the cracked tomb, nursing a cut on the side of her head.  Rhylor and Vic both sat huddled in a corner, Vic carefully applying wraps to the ranger’s battered arm.  Ezry had unsteadily climbed back to her feet and began making her way to the refugees still huddled in the corner, her wraith familiar floating a few feet behind.  She was trying to put up a strong front for them, but I could see the pain in her eyes that she so desperately tried to mask. 
 
    And then my gaze fell onto my father. 
 
    The man lay motionless on the floor in a pool of blood, his limbs outstretched and his health reticle noticeably absent.  “No, no, no!” I yelled, using whatever I had left in me to crawl over to his side.  His eyes were closed as I cradled the man’s head in my lap, stroking his hair as my tears dotted his cheek.  “Damn you,” I whispered.  “Why did you have to come here... why couldn’t you have stayed on Earth.  You could’ve lived!” 
 
    “Th-that w-wasn’t living,” my father responded, his eyes flickering open, to my complete and utter surprise.  “My life... m-my life was nothing without you and your mother.” The man began to cough as blood pooled at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dad,” I managed to choke out, no longer able to hold back my sobs.  “I should’ve been there for you when Mom died... but I shut you out.  Dad, I’m—” 
 
    “Ssshhhh,” my father cooed, pressing a finger to my lips.  “N-none of that matters, Adam.  Y-you need to look forward now.  Remember our time here together, son.... don’t let this weigh you down, like it did to me… Son… c-carry me in your heart.”  
 
    My father’s eyelids slowly fell shut as his last breath escaped his lips.  Tears continued to stream from my face as I ran my thumb across his cheek. Despite everything, lying there he seemed so sturdy and strong, the way a father is meant to look to his son. 
 
    “Dad,” I cooed, my voice barely more than a whisper.  He was gone but I couldn’t remove myself from his side.  I wasn’t sure that I ever could.  How?  How could I just... 
 
    “Zan...” Hilda’s soft voice reached my ears as her hand gently gripped my shoulder.  “I love you, Zan.” 
 
    I turned, rising to my feet and embracing the woman in a tight hug, burying my head into her shoulder as a cold wind blew into the chamber. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Moments passed as we gathered at the chamber’s entrance, preparing to take leave of the now-ravaged temple.  The bodies of the fallen, including my father, were wrapped tightly in cloaks and loaded onto the caravan for a proper burial.  The wolves were gentle…  Unlike the ravens, they treated each body with the care and respect it deserved.  They were also eternally patient with me, allowing me to help with the wrappings and giving me the time to grieve as I looked upon my father’s face for the final time. 
 
    “Zan,” Hilda said, waving me back over to the temple’s center.  “Help me with this.”  The woman had two hands on the lid of the cracked sarcophagus as she strained to yank it open.  It was clear she had noticed a lull in my grief and was doing her best to help offer me a distraction.  Dammit all, I loved that woman. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked passively.  “I’m no mood to do any more exploring.” 
 
    “We need to get this open... it’s the entire reason we came here.” 
 
    I sighed as I took the woman’s side and grabbed onto the lid.  “There are a lot of reasons we came here... and even more consequences.” 
 
    Hilda grew quiet for a second, then took a step closer so that I could feel her in my presence and then resumed pulling. Stone scraped on stone as the cracked lid eventually slid away from the tomb and a cloud of bluish smoke rose into the air. 
 
    The dust settled, and we peered into the tomb, eyes wide as we inspected its contents.  I wasn’t sure what I expected to see, perhaps a mummified body or an ancient weapon... but no.  Lying inside of the tomb was... a Sprite? 
 
    The creature rose out of the haze, its gaze locked on me as it exited the tomb. The creature’s body resembled that of a woman, its form wrapped in blue silken fabrics that covered nearly every inch of its frame.  A pair of sapphire orbs rested above the fabric’s edge, eyes that were seeing the world anew. 
 
    Suddenly, the sprite rose as beautiful, angelic wings spread from its body, giving it this aura of omnipotence as it floated to my side. 
 
      
 
    Titania 
 
    Divinity Sprite  
 
      
 
    The sprite studied me in silence before finally placing a hand on my chest, willing a veil of blue light to wrap around my form.  A sudden sense of clarity came flooding in as a new, profound feeling entered my body. Suddenly, the character menu in the corner of my vision began to illuminate, the letters crackling like lightning.  I opened the menu, dropping down my character sheet as a notification appeared in front of my face. 
 
      
 
    Prestige class path available: 
 
    Path of the Azure Warden 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Side Quests 2 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure this is the right way?” Brenton asked, more than a bit of annoyance in his voice as he peered out over the distance.  “If my calculations are correct, then we’ve likely overshot the city by miles.” 
 
    “Brenton,” Helena replied.  “Please… shut up.”   
 
    The pair had set out for Lorethain days ago with a group of sprite-wielding refugees at their back.  Brenton was quite sure he knew the way… 99.8% sure to be exact.  Unfortunately, he was traveling with Helena, and arguing with her was not a headache he cared for at the moment. 
 
    The sizable group began to crest one of the many ridges of the hilly terrain when Helena came to an abrupt halt, bringing the others to a stop.  “Did you see that, Brent?” 
 
    “I… uh, don’t think so,” he replied, pressing his spectacles higher onto his nose.  “What is it exactly that I did not see?” 
 
    Suddenly, a bright flash of azure light poured out of the valley amongst the hills, grabbing the attention of the runecaster as he joined Helena on the ridge.  He inspected the valley for several seconds, studying a strange, pointed structure that seemed to rest at the valley’s very center.  “What is that?” 
 
    Helena grinned as people began to emerge from the structure, including some familiar faces that she hadn’t seen in far too long… the faces of a slayer and a guardian that she was all too happy to see.  “Home…” she replied, eyeing the companions that she so sorely missed, people that had oddly grown on her like none others in her life before.  “Looks like home.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Vexes sat quietly in his chambers, his hand clasped onto an azure orb as he drank of the Aether recently drained from some poor soul’s sprite. The Aether bolstered his power, giving him strength that he could absorb into his body or channel into his world breaker if he so chose. 
 
    Suddenly the door to his chamber swung open as a young, black-haired girl entered the room. 
 
      
 
    Elekys 
 
    Siege Asura 
 
      
 
    “Ah, my daughter…” Vexes replied, eyeing the woman as she strolled in and took a seat in front of him.  “To what do I owe this pleasure?” 
 
    Elekys sighed, running her childlike hands through her silky hair.  “Morose has fallen, father… slain by your first apprentice.” 
 
    Vexes nodded, showing no remorse for the now-dead assassin.  “And the sieges?” 
 
    “Lorethain lays in waste, father.  Yggrash will be soon to follow… then Stormgard.” 
 
    “Good,” Vexes replied as Aerodonulaus wrapped himself around the Asuran’s arm, curling into his free hand.  The ancient sprite had submitted to its master… they always did.  “I see guild recruitment has increased exponentially.” 
 
    “That’s correct, father.  We’ve widened our recruitment efforts tenfold.  Despite the small amount of prisoners lost this sun cycle, we’ve more than made up for it with able-bodied sprite wielders.  Soon, you will have an unlimited source of renewable Aether ready at your disposal.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Vexes replied, rising from his seat.  “And what of the mad?” 
 
    Elekys grinned wickedly.  “The maddened are nearly conditioned and ready to be unleashed upon the realm, father, should you need them.  From what I’ve witnessed, they could prove to be quite the army of darkness.” 
 
    “Just as we planned, my daughter.  Now go, prepare our forces.  I want the ravens to be the only guild left when the dust settles.” 
 
    The young woman frowned.  “But what of the slayer.  It appears that he—” 
 
    “Don’t worry yourself with Darkblade,” Vexes interjected.  “If he’s as much of a threat as you give him credit for, then he’ll come for me… and when he does, I’ll make sure I annihilate him.   I’ll break his soul right before I break this world.” 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The world of Aether Gate Online 
 
      
 
    Aether- Aether is the ultimate source of power in the realm of Aetheria.  The substance feeds off tiny pieces of lifeforce from the realm’s inhabitants, using that energy to fuel the planet itself.  In return, those who wield the Aether are granted mighty powers and unique abilities they could not otherwise possess.  Aether is also the basis for all magickk in Aetheria.  When Aether is absorbed into a person’s body, the substance is converted into a usable energy known as mana.  That mana can then be invoked to create powerful spells and abilities. 
 
      
 
    Aether was nearly extinguished from Aetheria when the gods of the realm were slain.  Luckily, a lone traveler, Corbin Castermire, was able to find a way to funnel life forms back into the realm.  As the new life forms entered Aetheria, the realm was granted a new lease on life and quickly returned to its former glory. 
 
      
 
    Sprites- Sprites are living physical manifestations of Aether.  They often take the form of creatures or things that they observe in their surroundings, though their characteristics vary depending on what kind of sprite they are. 
 
      
 
    Some sprites form bonds with the intelligent creatures of Aetheria, thus becoming familiars.  These familiars grant their partners powerful abilities, along with a boost in their associated attributes.  For example, Valor sprites grant boosts to strength and dexterity, while Umbra sprites (which spawn from the mysterious dark Aether) grant boosts to wisdom and constitution.  Nature sprites are unique in that they allow the user to perform minor feats of shapeshifting, otherwise known as an aspect.  Some travelers have even managed to bond several sprites at once, giving them near-superhuman abilities.  This rare sect of travelers came to be known as the azure wardens. 
 
      
 
    Classes- Classes are the unique jobs that travelers of Aetheria take.  They are divided into three main domains: combat, magickkal, and primal.  The combat domain focuses on classes that specialize in physical, hand-to-hand combat.  The guardian, warrior, dragoon, and slayer are all examples of combat classes.  The magickkal domain encompasses classes that focus on spellcasting, such as warlocks, mages, mystics and shadowmancers.  Lastly, the primal domain is centered on classes that evoke the powers of nature, such as the shaman, beastmaster and druid.  Upon reaching a certain level, each and any of the classes can take a specialization, thus becoming a prestige class. 
 
    There is also a 4th domain of classes in Aetheria, the non-combative sect of classes known as professions.  These classes are obtained through training and apprenticeship, and include things such as blacksmithing and tailoring. 
 
      
 
    Skills-  Spells and abilities invoked by travelers of Aetheria.  Skills are limited depending on the user’s power level and class. 
 
      
 
    Attributes-  Characteristics that represent a traveler’s physical, mental, and magickkal prowess.  These include strength, dexterity, intelligence, wisdom, constitution and charisma. 
 
      
 
    Mounts-  Rideable creatures in Aetheria. 
 
      
 
    Guilds-  Formations of people that come together under a single banner to perform tasks and reach goals.  There are four primary guilds in Aetheria: Drakengard, The Iron Wolves, The Tidecallers, and Ravenflight.  Although these guilds currently dominate, anyone with the right resources can form a guild of their own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Sprite Houses 
 
      
 
    Nobility House 
 
    -Noble familiars 
 
    -Valor familiars 
 
    -Sanctuary familiars 
 
    Earthen House 
 
    -Nature familiars 
 
    -Water familiars 
 
    -Insectoid familiars 
 
    Dark House 
 
    -Umbra familiars 
 
    -Exodus familiars 
 
    Wraith familiars 
 
    Ancient House 
 
    -Ancient familiars 
 
    -Dragon familiars 
 
    -Divinity familiars 
 
      
 
    Known hybrids:  Steel familiars 
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