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    From the journals of the legendary arcane thief 
 
      
 
    Stepping through the portal onto floor three, I felt more confident than I ever had before.  So much had transpired in such a short time... allies were made, enemies were felled, and abilities were discovered with near limitless potential.  Even the first trial, a Battle Royale in a tomb of fallen heroes had been conquered.  I mean sure, it had been one Hell of a fight.  But in truth, even at such a low rank, I was beginning to feel like I could take on anyone.  If only I knew how foolish I was... 
 
    The battle in the tomb of fallen heroes was just the first trial of many I’d face in Helion’s tower.  What awaited me, the dread walkers of the burnt lands, the flight of the sky dragons, the trial of the dead god, these and more would bring enough pain and loss to push any mortal to the brink.  And yet, the thing I should’ve been worried about most was not the trials that tower offered.  No, what should’ve concerned me was those that lurked inside the tower’s walls.  For as I began to make my way through the next stage of Helion’s tower, I would soon find myself at the end of an unrelenting blade.  Soon I would find myself in the crosshairs of a group of apex predators who feasted on the power of others... 
 
    Soon I would find myself a target of the greatest hunters in the tower… The faction known only as Enigma... 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The Islands 
 
      
 
    A rush of warm, humid air hit Valin’s face as he stepped through the portal, brushing aside his blonde locks and offering him an excellent view of the new world in front of him.  Just mere paces ahead stood a massive dome structure comprised entirely of blue and red coral, its roof donned with serpentine dragons made of glass that loomed over the dwelling like silent guardians.  This had to be the Haven of this area, he was sure of it. 
 
    As his gaze lingered, he noticed tall crystalline trees rising out of the ground on either side of the structure, reaching towards the greenish-blue skyline like pillars of glass.  He admired the sight for several seconds, relishing the fact that he’d finally escaped the frigid cold of floor two.  That is until the soothing sound of gentle waves met his ears.  As he turned he spied what appeared to be an endless horizon of water...  an island.  And not just one, but there was more of them way out in the distance.  They were on some sort of giant damned island network! 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Floor 3 
 
    The Aurastone Islands 
 
      
 
    Liberate the aura mines 
 
    Defeat the floor boss Auroghast the Silver Shell to ascend 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    The arcane thief folded his arms across his chest as he dismissed the notification and soaked in his surroundings for a split second longer.  The smell of the sea was so soothing, allowing what little energy he had left to resonate in his nearly broken body.  For a moment he felt...  dare he say at peace.  But as the other floors had demonstrated, peace never lasted long in Helion’s tower. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The first order of business for Valin and the others was to focus on recovering from the wounds suffered in their mountaintop skirmish.  A few of them had managed to escape floor two with relatively minor damage, while those like Valin were forced to spend some quality time in Haven’s medical wing.   
 
    It was a rather interesting experience for the arcane thief.  Rather than just patch him up with a few healing elixirs, the tower guides were persistent that he spend a day in one of the tarkhan tanks.  They feared that the damage he sustained might not heal right under more conventional healing methods, and the thought of living life in the tower as a crippled downright scared him.  So under doctor’s orders (or whatever qualifications the tower guides had, if any), he climbed into one of the tanks. 
 
    Nearly a day passed as the young wielder floated inside the sphere of globular fluid, allowing his body to mend as the strange substance repaired his flesh at an almost unfathomable speed.  It was actually rather boring just floating there, unable to delve into whatever secrets the island might hold.  Luckily, Azyr paid him an occasional visit, pressing her face against the glass and taunting him with her freedom or teasing him with gestures that made his wait feel nothing short of eternal. 
 
    Before long, the tarkhan fluid had done its job and Valin was released... and done a job it had.  As he stretched his limbs, Valin felt a renewed strength flowing through his channels.  It felt as if his muscles had been reinforced and his mana pool held been filled to the brim with energy.  More importantly, his ascension core felt swollen with power, so much so that he was certain it was time to make the push to rank three.  And he would, just as soon as he did a little exploring around Haven.  He’d already been set back nearly a day and he couldn’t have anyone else gaining an unfair advantage... 
 
    Knowledge was power, after all. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Strolling around Haven, Valin quickly noticed some stark differences between this iteration and the ones he’d been in before.  A number of new shops were present that offered strange and exotic gear, much of which was tailored for aquatic exploration.  All of the old favorites were there as well, including the tavern he and the others had frequented and his favorite place to spend zinny, Cipher’s Core Combat Regalia.  However, the thing that managed to catch his eye was the addition of two very prestigious looking establishments.  The first contained a large ornate desk carved from what looked like pale obsidian with a very well-dressed tower guide behind the counter.  Other than a few tables, the only other thing in there was a large bulletin board displaying dozens of postings. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Explorer’s League 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    The other place was similar, though rather than a bulletin board it had a trio of smaller desks lining the wall as well as a large wooden door that led to somewhere unknown.  It was all quite… well, fancy. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Faction Quartermaster 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Valin’s eyes went wide as he read over the notifications popping up in his vision.  “What the-“ 
 
    “Pretty sweet, huh.” Azyr interrupted, sneaking up on the man with an almost unsettling quietness.  It was a testament to the growing strength of her wind attunement that she’d picked up at rank two.  Not only was she growing swifter, but she was also becoming much lighter on her feet. 
 
    Valin furrowed his brow.  “Are those places...  Tell me you checked em out while I was in the tank.” 
 
    Azyr grinned.  “Would you expect anything less?  The explorer’s league is another organization run by the tower guides.  They offer side jobs you can pick up to earn items and zinny.  I saw a few hunting jobs posted, a couple of quests that involved scavenging for resources, and a few other oddball assignments that didn’t seem worth the effort.” 
 
    Valin nodded as he listened intently.  The fact that the tower itself was offering side quests was something he found quite intriguing.  “And the faction quartermaster?” 
 
    “Just as it sounds,” Azyr replied.  “If you purchase a faction charter and get at least three or more wielders to sign it, you can be recognized as an official faction within the tower.  Apparently, it comes with a bunch of added benefits, shop discounts, and... well it improves the whole survivability thing.” 
 
    Valin unknowingly began to chew at his lip as he contemplated the small wealth of info.  It was all pretty straightforward... and yet, it still didn’t make a ton of sense.  “I don’t get it,” he finally said.  “Everything we’ve done in this place so far pointed towards individual strength and ascending as quick as possible.  This just seems like a contradiction to that...” 
 
    “I thought the same thing,” Azyr said.  “So I spoke to Nelfana.  Apparently floors one and two function more as proving grounds used to weed out the weak.  It’s sort of like a trial by fire.  Things are meant to move and move quickly.” 
 
    “And I suppose the first trial is where this culling comes to a head?” Valin asked. 
 
    Azyr nodded.  “Precisely.  It’s like a natural barrier to prevent weak or unworthy wielders from progressing.  However, now that we’ve completed the first trial and progressed to floor three, we get to reap its benefits.  Things don’t move as quickly here...  We can take our time strengthening our abilities, building alliances, exploring or even hunting for gear if we so choose.  Our destiny is in our hands!”  Azyr raised a fist and shot Valin a wide grin, obviously pleased with their newfound freedom inside the tower.   
 
    Valin responded with a wry smile of his own, though he stopped short of raising his fist.  Sometimes he found her exaggerated responses a bit… corny, but he couldn’t help but find it oh so endearing.   
 
    Thinking about it a bit further, the fact that things were slowing down did sound quite pleasing though.  Finally, he’d be able to go about things on his own terms.  He could refine his current abilities and build his library of stolen skills within his signet.  Hell, at this point he could use his wit to amass a faction strong enough to take him right to the top.  He already had a strong foundation of reliable allies to build off of.  Speaking of... 
 
    “So, I guess it only makes sense to grab a faction charter and start collecting signatures....” 
 
    “Already done,” Azyr replied as he turned and began to lead him towards the tavern.  “Lariot went ahead and purchased one as soon as we arrived.  He’s just waiting on you to sign before he turns it in.” 
 
    “Oh...” Valin replied, a bit taken aback.  “Does that make him our… leader?”  After leading their venture through floor two, he had kinda considered himself the de facto leader of their group.  He wasn’t quite sure how that would play out if Lariot was the one at the top of the charter. 
 
    Azyr nodded.  “It does.  Why, do you think it should be you?” 
 
    “Well, I-“ Valin struggled with his response, a little embarrassed at being called out.  She merely laughed it off though. 
 
    “It makes the most sense.  Lariot is the highest rank among us and likely possesses the most battle experience.”  She reached over and placed a hand on his shoulder.  “Don’t worry, Val.  Everyone saw what you did in the trial.  That’s why Lariot selected you as his first officer.” 
 
    As much as he tried to remain stoic, Valin couldn’t stop a grin from returning to his face.  “Fair enough.”  He didn’t know what kind of perks that included, but he’d accept the title all the same. 
 
    Azyr forced herself up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek.  “Good.  Now let's go have some drinks.  I heard floor three specializes in fruity beverages.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a brief stay at the tavern, Valin and the others gathered at the quartermaster’s office to make things official.  To his surprise, everyone that he’d fought with in the trial was there in attendance, ready to pledge themselves to the cause.  Ron leaned against the far wall, gun slung over his shoulder and what appeared to be a book open in his palm.  The twins stood nearby him, huddled together in one of their hushed conversations.  Then there was Ku’thar towering over the pair like a protective father figure.  It was sort of endearing how the lizard kin had grown protective of the two smaller wielders... endearing and a little strange.   
 
    Zefara and Tenchi stood off to the right, quietly watching over the others as their brilliant eyes flickered with mana.  Of course, Azyr was present as well, standing at Valin’s side with her fingers laced over his shoulder.  Lariot was already there too standing at the center of the group, giving off an almost regal aura as he held the faction charter out in his calloused hands. 
 
    And then there was Shiro. 
 
    Valin had thought the whiplash blader was gone for good after their skirmish during Clairmont’s funeral.  Not only had he beaten him, but he’d damaged the man’s immense pride in the process.  And yet, when things had grown dire during the trial Shiro had returned, nearly turning his blade on Valin once more before ultimately helping them defeat the floor boss.  It was a strange turn of events to be certain, and the man’s explanation was less than sound... but here he was, shrouded in black regalia with arms crossed, ready to formally commit himself to their cause. 
 
    Valin paused as their gazes briefly met.  Immediately an uneasy feeling began to rise up from his gut as their opposing energies clashed, creating an almost palpable tension.  He tightened his jaw though and tried to force the feeling back down though.  He knew he had to be diligent with the whole friends and enemies bit, but he didn’t have anything to worry about here in Haven... didn’t he?  
 
    “Ah, we're all finally here and healthy,” Lariot said, breaking the tension and drawing both of their attention away.  “Now, if I can just collect the last few signatures then we can finally make this arrangement official.” 
 
    “Have we settled on a name?” Tenchi interjected, speaking in an oddly serious tone. 
 
    “Does it really matter that much, cher?” Ron asked.  From the way he spoke, it sounded like they’d already dealt with this question a few times before, likely earlier in the day while Valin was in the tank. 
 
    “It does,” Tenchi continued.  “Our guild requires a name that will strike fear into the hearts of our enemies.  It is mental warfare... our first method of attack before a single strike has even been thrown.” 
 
    Ron chuckled.  “I’m pretty certain my bullet’ll get there first.” 
 
    “I do believe we should name ourselves the nimble mongooses,” Rori, the first of the twins said, speaking in a matter of fact tone.  “The most majestic of creatures they are.” 
 
    “Indeed brother,” Kori agreed.  “Though I do believe it is mongeese.” 
 
    “Gentlemen, gentlemen... we have a name for our guild, and I assure you it’s one that will command respect,” Lariot said, his voice booming over the others.  After Valin scribed the final signature onto the charter, the ravenous knight handed it to the tower guide before triumphantly lifting a fist into the air. “Through our abilities, we will unite.  We will forge together like a mighty sword and cut our way to the top, so I declare this gathering of wielders The Blade Syndicate!  For the blade!” 
 
    Lariot hoisted his oversized green-black sword into the air, and Valin couldn’t help but feel compelled to do the same with his mana spike.  Even if their group wasn’t a perfect union, he felt a camaraderie with them that had only grown stronger in battle. 
 
    For the first time in a long while… he felt home. 
 
    Soon each member of the group had their weapon raised, laughing or smiling or displaying a silent confidence as they soaked the moment in.  Seconds later their weapons began to lower as round crests began to materialize on each and every one of their chests. 
 
    Valin peered down, inspecting the crest that had appeared on his left shoulder.  Circular in shape,  the small metal crest sported a cobalt blade down its center with an opal stone near its hilt.  While the blade crest was a representation of their guild, the opal stone represented their mighty white-haired tower master, Zabadon.  Valin had to wonder if wielders under the jurisdiction of other tower masters were able to join their faction or perhaps if they joined then they would fall under Zabadon’s watch. 
 
    Again, so many questions... 
 
    Before he could settle in, a notification appeared in Valin’s vision, causing hm to raise his brow. 
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    Title Gained:  Faction Officer (The Blade Syndicate) 
 
      
 
    Faction Recruitment Unlocked 
 
    Faction Coffers Unlocked (0 zinny, 0 items) 
 
    Faction Influence Unlocked 
 
    -- 
 
     
 
    Well well, it looked like he had access to entirely separate faction window within his tower HUD (Heads Up Display).  That would certainly prove useful, especially in team-based scenarios. 
 
    As the others began to convene and celebrate the founding of their ragtag faction, Valin sat back and observed.  Even with their short time together, he’d grown some true feelings for some of them.  It almost felt wrong that one day they might be fighting one another at the top.  But he didn’t want to think about that right now.  No, tonight Valin was going to enjoy the night with his faction…   
 
    Tomorrow would be different though.   
 
    Valin’s core was swelling with energy he’d gathered from floor two and he was more than ready to rank up... to rank up and get back out there with an even deadlier arsenal of techniques.  After all, he’d already spent a day wasted in an island realm filled with enemies and opportunities, and there was no way he was falling behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The Watcher 
 
      
 
    The next day began much as Valin had planned.  Getting an early start, the arcane thief headed directly to the meditation chamber and refined his overflowing amount of vital energy, strengthening his body to rank three.  Immediately he could feel an increase in his strength, stamina, and quickness.  His core, once brimming with energy now felt hollow and stretched, as if he could store so much more mana than he’d been able to before.  He felt mighty...  No, not just mighty.  He felt dangerous. 
 
    After ranking up, Valin visited a few of the surrounding shops to allocate a small portion of his hard-earned zinny.  The first thing he did was restock on rations, fearing that he may end up away from Haven for a prolonged amount of time.   He decided to with a premium selection this time and used the extra coin to purchase elder beast jerky, a very potent ration used to give the wielder a temporary boost in physical strength.  He also purchased three bottles of chromatic dragon blood, an elixir used to inflame one’s mana channels and allow mana to pass more quickly through the body...  And he bought an ancient leaf from the Grangar’s world tree to improve his natural resistances.  And... well, honestly Valine purchased just about every consumable in Haven he found useful.  Ultimately, the more equipped he was for battle, the better he’d be able to handle greater challenges.  And overcoming greater challenges meant a much quicker ascent in strength, which was exactly what he was looking for. 
 
    With his purchases complete, Valin stockpiled the rest of his zinny for a future visit to Haven.  In all, he had about a thousand zinny saved, a sum that he assumed was large enough to purchase something fancy should he come across it. 
 
    By mid-morning, Valin was fully stocked and ready to begin exploring beyond Haven’s gates.  Unfortunately, most of the blade syndicate was intent on using the day as one of rest and preparation.  But for some reason, that just didn’t sit right with the arcane thief.   
 
    When Valin first entered the tower he would’ve been fine with that, but after realizing some of his potential as a wielder he couldn’t help but want more.  He wanted to push his limits.  He wanted to build an arsenal of mighty abilities.  He wanted to stay ahead of the curve, not sit back while others reaped the spoils of the tower.  Luckily, a few of his companions shared similar feelings.  And so, while the others rested, they took a little exhibition trip outside of Haven’s walls... 
 
    “Watch your back!” Azyr yelled to Valin as she leveled her rapier at her enemy, channeling enough energy into her weapon to make Lightning dance across its razor edge.  Growing anxious in Haven, she had decided to join Valin and test the waters of floor three, so to speak.  Fortunately, they didn’t have to venture much farther than the island’s center to get their first taste of battle. 
 
    In front of Azyr was a shelled humanoid creature with a beak-like maw, thick limbs and claws that were as sharp as a reaper’s scythe.  It was almost as if the beastling had been given the combined features of a human, a tortoise, and a dragon... a deadly combination, to say the least.  According to the information displayed in their vision, these beasts were known as the drogaust, and they were one of the many predators of floor three. 
 
    “Got it!” Valin replied, squaring off against a pair of drogs himself as wild mana swirled around his blade.  In one hand he held his mana spike, the sword that currently fueled his body with an excess of energy.  And in the other, his newest addition... the Bishop’s Blockade, a buckler shield with some icy properties. 
 
    The pair of creatures circled him as they made their approach, one attacking his front while the other dove at his flank.  It was a sound strategy and one that would’ve likely been enough to take a lesser wielder down.  But Valin was no lesser wielder.  He’d find a way to win, whether it be through his abilities... or by stealing someone else's. 
 
    The arcane thief stepped into his first attacker and met him head-on, lifting his shield at the last second to intercept the drog’s curved set of claws.  As the drogaust made contact with the shield, Valin began to channel mana into its surface.  A mere breath later, a wave of icy energy cascaded from the buckler, engulfing the creature’s upper torso and slowing its movements to a crawl. 
 
    Rather than counter-attack, Valin dropped to a knee, narrowly dodging a second attack from the drogaust at his flank.  An instant later the creature’s slash landed on its immobilized counterpart, gashing its neck and causing lavender blood to spill down its chest. 
 
    Valin grinned as he channeled mana into his signet, sending into motion his next strike.  As he rose, a mana tail sprang out of his back, striking the drog square in the diaphragm and propelling it several paces back.   
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    Monster Skill:  Dragon Tail 
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    Valin immediately turned on his heel and dove at the falling creature, sliding his buckler onto his wrist and gripping his blade with both hands before driving it into the soft spot beneath its chin. 
 
    All too easy. 
 
    Opposite him, Azyr continued to dance with her opponent, jabbing at the creature with her rapier as jolts of lightning energy leapt from her blade and seared its skin.  She continued her duet for another few paces, wilting the creature’s defenses before making a final thrust with her weapon, stabbing the rapier through the drog’s yellow eye. 
 
    Valin couldn’t help but continue to grin, admiring the handy work of him and his partner.  Even at floor three, these creatures were hardly a challenge for them, a testament to how quickly they’d grown in power since entering the tower.  And it wasn’t just them.  Their companions, the others that they’d joined forces with on floor one were proving to be just as formidable.  Even the less likable companions... 
 
    “Darkness blade!” 
 
    Valin’s gaze shifted skyward as Shiro’s voice thundered over the battlefield.  A second later the wielder came into view.  The man’s shadowy appendage took the form of a curved blade as he dove down from above, using his momentum to slice through the armored exterior of a rather large drogaust. 
 
    Shiro dropped to a knee as he finished his assault, allowing the creature’s weight to tear its own body in two as its lifeless chunks fell to either side.  Valin’s eyes met the wielder’s for a split second before the man suddenly vaulted away, leaving a mysterious trail of shadowy energy in his wake.   
 
    “Bastard show off,” Valin muttered, watching as the nimble blader leapt into one of the last remaining clusters of drogs and immediately began cutting them down, his shadow blade in one hand and his whiplash blade in the other.   The return of Shiro had been one of the most shocking developments during the first trial, especially since he’d nearly turned his blade on Valin himself.  However, after the dust had settled Shiro had demonstrated what appeared to be true remorse.  He even went so far as to set aside his pride and pledge his blade to Lariot and the others, vowing to aide them as far as they could go to the top until... well, until the time would come when only one of them remained. 
 
    Valin didn’t really have a way to tell if Shiro’s intentions were earnest, but he decided to accept the man back all the same.  Maybe it was the human in him, or maybe it was his past… but Valin knew what it was like to make dire mistakes, and how hard it was to try and come back from them.  And besides, unsteady alliances sort of seemed like a thing here in the tower, especially with the tower masters vying for control over the most powerful wielders.  And now that they were faction mates, it just seemed like too much to lose for Shiro to turn his back on them again.   
 
    The energy in the air began to diminish as the last of the beasts met their end, the final drogaust succumbing to a burst of arcane light fired from Ron’s gun.  He’d been the fourth and final member to join the group in their early morning skirmish, and Valin would’ve been lying if he said he wasn’t happy about it.  The two men from Earth had formed a sort of bond, a camaraderie that felt far more real than anything else in this damned multiversal tower.  
 
    Easing his blade into the scabbard at his waist, Valin weaved his way through the drog corpses and placed a hand on Ron’s shoulder.  “Nice shot.” 
 
    Ron shit him a wink as he slung his newly upgraded arcane rifle over his shoulder, an almost mirror image of the glowing firearm he wore as a signet on his hand.  “Thanks cher, but I still got some work to do.  Right now it takes me over a second to fire off a charged magic bullet.  I wanna get that time to under half a second.” 
 
    “You might almost be a threat at that point,” Azyr teased as she joined the pair amongst the bodies of their fallen adversaries.  “Almost.” 
 
    Valin raised his brow as he listened to the pair partake in a verbal spar.  He’d never really considered it, but honestly, he wasn’t certain if Ron or even himself could handle Azyr in a straight-up duel.  Her speed coupled with her innate fighting prowess would be a lot for any wielder to handle.  Then again, that was part of what made her so damn attractive. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Valin said, interrupting the two as they continued to try to one-up each other with elaborate combat strategies... or as Earthlings often referred to as shit-talking.  “We should get back to Haven and make sure the others are ready to go.  I don’t wanna fall behind and end up stuck on this damned floor playing catch-up.” 
 
    Ron shrugged.  “I dunno, these islands look kinda roomy.  It’s like a paradise compared to the last two floors.” 
 
    “Then it’s clear you have no idea what awaits.” 
 
    The trio turned their heads as Shiro made his approach, his all-black garb splattered with a violet speckling of drogaust gore.  “The treasures that lie in the upper floors are beyond your comprehension.” 
 
    “Is that so, eh?”  Valin replied, crossing his arms over his chest.  “Must be why you rejoined the club then... couldn’t see you getting them on your own.” 
 
    Despite their very recent truce, Valin simply couldn’t help himself.  If the opportunity to stoke the flames of their rivalry was there, he had to take it. 
 
    Shiro narrowed his eyes as dark energy danced across his brow.  “Are you mocking me, spell thief?” 
 
    Valin shrugged.  “I wasn’t, but if you're so easily offended then-“ 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, the arcane thief was forced to roll out of the way as Shiro launched what looked like a kunai knife in his direction.  Valin’s gut reaction was to take aim and fire back, but the strange sound behind him quickly brought some clarity.  As he turned, he spotted the true target of Shiro’s dagger... a lone drog’s open eye socket. 
 
    Valin chuckled as he walked over to the flailing beast, channeling mana into his palm.  As the creature flailed away on its shell, the wielder pressed his palm into the drog’s open maw and unleashed a fireball, charring the beast from the inside before it finally fell still. 
 
    “Just a reminder of where my allegiances lay,” Shiro said, sliding his hands into the pockets of his black garb. 
 
    Valin let out another chuckle.  Maybe having Shiro around wasn’t such a bad idea after all. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before the four wielders began to make their way back towards Haven,  a trail of smoke following them as Valin pressed a cig between his lips.  Normally in moments like this he and Ron would make small talk about Earth and its many peculiarities.  However, Shiro’s presence made the trek back a bit... awkward. 
 
    The black-clad wielder stood in between the pair of earthlings, quietly brooding as Azyr followed closely behind.  He had a presence about him, an aura that commanded far more attention than his small stature would suggest.  Hell, It was enough to keep some of the other wielders in the tower away... but not Valin.  Besides, he’d already beaten the whiplash blader in single combat back when he only had one arm.  Now he wanted to know how the Hell the man had returned back in one piece. 
 
    “So...” Valin said, cutting right to the chase.  “Where’d that new arm come from?” 
 
    Shiro gave the arcane thief a quick glance, though his expression was difficult to measure beneath his mask.  Silence lingered for a few seconds before the man finally responded.   
 
    “It was a gift...” 
 
    Valin let out a sigh, but Ron interjected before he had the chance to respond.  “Really cher?  That’s all your gonna give us?”   
 
    Shiro scowled.  “Listen, there are many paths to power in this place.  Not every reward is gained by stabbing your enemy and rummaging through their pockets.  One such power took a vested interest in me.  It offered me the strength needed to climb this blasted tower.”  As he spoke, Shiro lifted his shadowy appendage and clenched his fist causing dark lines of energy to ripple across his bicep.  “And I took it.” 
 
    Valin removed his cig and chewed on his bottom lip as he mulled over a response, but Azyr cut him off with a swift response of her own.  “Just remember, all things in this tower come at a price... and deals made with devils often demand the greatest payments.” 
 
    Shiro scoffed.  “After what was taken from me, there is no price I wouldn’t pay to reach the tower’s peak...” 
 
    And that was it.  Suddenly that awkward silence began to creep back as Shiro trudged ahead of the others, clearly uninterested in any more talking. 
 
    Valin exchanged another glance with the others then took a long drag of his cig, a bit annoyed.  He’d seen his fair share of drama on earth, but he’d mostly learned to avoid it.  But here amongst the people of a thousand different worlds, it was nearly impossible to gauge reactions or predict encounters.  So, he decided to just act like himself... even if that sometimes yielded less than favorable responses. 
 
    Letting out a sigh, Valin took a final glance at Shiro as he trudged ahead, his black attire sticking out like a sore thumb amongst the blues and greens of the auroros islands.  The thought of having him there just seemed to swing back and forth in his mind like a pendulum.  Sure, he was a tough as nails wielder with excellent battle presence.  But dammit all did he bring with him the one thing that Valin didn’t miss from his Earth life... baggage. 
 
    Ah well, he’d just have to be sure to leave Shiro with the others next time he decided to split from the group.  Until then, he’d keep an eye on the wielder... and a hand gripped tightly around the hilt of his blade. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As the group made their way back towards Haven, another set of eyes carefully traced their steps.  Perched on one of the crystalline treetops was a wielder who’d taken great interest in the four.  Platinum hair blew in and out of his face as his vertically slit eyes followed their every move, gauging the power that they’d very recently put on display. 
 
    As they began to disappear from view the wielder rose to his feet, balancing atop a thin tree branch.  A light breeze began to blow, causing his loose-fitting battle regalia to cling to his body.  Even Galeforce, his legendary grade weapon that he wore slung across his back swayed gently on its woven strap.   
 
    And yet his gaze remained resolute. 
 
    This man... no, this wielder stalking Valin and the others was Garth Zeros.  At least, that is the name that he went by to the few who indeed knew him.  On his homeworld he was a bit of an enigma, an eliminator of threats, a hunter of very dangerous targets.  His unique set of skills translated extremely well to the tower, and they hadn’t gone unnoticed.  For while some tower masters took what they could get, others sought out wielders with very specific ability sets... wielders with a killer instinct and a predator’s senses. 
 
    “I’ve got a visual on our next target,” Garth whispered, speaking through his runelink, a simple communication device powered by the user’s mana. 
 
    “Any concerns?” A gruff voice on the other end replied. 
 
    Garth grimaced.  “It ain’t gonna be easy, but I didn’t see anything we can’t handle.  The pair of swordsman and the sharpshooter should be pretty straight forward kills.  The ability thief is the only real wildcard.” 
 
    The voice on the other end chuckled.  “That’s what we got Null for.” 
 
    “Then the hunt is on,” Garth said, his voice brimming with confident anticipation.  “Now go tell the others to be ready...  We’re about to have a Hell of a haul.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The Ferryman 
 
      
 
    Valin sat at the center of Haven’s tavern with a smile on his face... a smile that was completely and utterly fake.  It wasn’t because of the company he shared.  No, those at his side were Ron, Zefara and Tenchi, the only three in their little faction interested in staying up and sharing a few drinks.  No, the reason he was hiding his disdain was because of the abomination sitting in front of him on his plate. 
 
    Sizzling on a hot plate like a steakhouse fajita was what appeared to be a creature with the properties of both a slug and a crustacean.  Its long body swirled around the edge of the plate, covered in interlocking shell plates that had once protected the now overcooked beast.  And beneath...  beneath was a tough flesh that reminded him of a durable rubber. 
 
    As Valin peeled away a piece of shell, an awful odor drifted up towards his nostrils nearly forcing him to wretch.  Apparently, this creature was some sort of delicacy on Zefara’s home planet and she’d insisted he try it.  Maybe this was it he thought... maybe this was how she intended to off him, not through a trial but by poisoning him with some sort of armored slug. 
 
    “Go on,” she insisted, shooting him a warm smile that he barely managed to return.  “It’s only proper after your selection as an officer of our faction.” 
 
    Valin gulped.  “That so?” 
 
    Zefara nodded.  “Mhmm.  Whenever a warrior on my world was bestowed an honor, he or she was gifted with a benevolent armored worm.  Consuming its flesh is said to fortify your body against poisons and other toxins.  It was quite useful in deterring my people from poisoning one another and stealing their rank through treachery.” 
 
    Valin suppressed a chuckle.  She of all people was giving him this after her little secret meetings with Tenchi?  Talk about mixed messages... 
 
    Slowly, the war priestess shifted, placing one of her blue-skinned palms on his forearm as she shot him a warm gaze with those lavender eyes.  His own gaze drifted to her tone features and he suddenly felt his skin grow hot.  Zefara had this exotic, otherworldly beauty to her and it certainly hadn’t gone unnoticed. Of course, that didn’t help with Valin’s sudden tinge of guilt as his thought of Azyr resting back in their room. 
 
    “Cmon cher, just try it,” Ron urged, refocusing the arcane thief’s attention on his…. meal.  
 
    Well, this was it then.  With a final gulp, Valin took his fork and drove it into the worm, tearing off a large chunk and shoving it into his mouth.  Then came the awful, awful taste... and the stomach pain... and the wide-eyed looks.... and finally, the laughter. 
 
    Valin spewed worm chunks back onto his plate as Ron nearly fell out of his chair and Zefara covered her mouth in laughter.  Even the ultra-serious Tenchi couldn’t compose himself as Valin furiously rubbed at his tongue with a napkin. 
 
    “Cher, I can’t believe you ate that,” Ron spat, barely able to force the words out between laughs.  “That is the most disgusting thing I have ever seen!” 
 
    Treacherous, all of you...” Valin growled, cutting his eyes at each of them individually before shoving his plate away.   
 
    “I’m sorry but...” Zefara blurted out.  “But it is actually customary to prank our newly minted officers in my culture.”  As she spoke, she rubbed her thumb across his forearm in a soothing motion, drawing somewhat of a smile back on his face. 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, Valin honestly wasn’t too certain what kind of authority he possessed as an officer of their faction, other than access to recruitment and their rather bare faction coffers.  In fact, he wasn’t too sure at all what he was capable of.  But one thing was certain after eating that vile creature.  “You three are gonna pay for this.” 
 
    As the evening continued, Valin pushed the grotesque meal aside, replacing it with some finer tasting drinks.  Eventually, he settled into his seat and began to enjoy the night, pairing with Ron to share tales of Earth as Tenchi and Zefara spoke of their ancestral homelands.  Tenchi spoke of a savage land ruled by warring dragon clans and Zefara spoke of the mysterious planet Rosen, an even stranger place filled with sects that gained power by channeling divine energy from their gods.  Both places were a far cry from the guns and bombs of earth, but he had to wonder which place was more dangerous. 
 
    As it grew later, Valin decided it best to cut their conversations short and turn in for the night.  After all, they did have a big day planned for tomorrow and if Azyr was still up she’d be pissed that he kept her waiting.  As he rose from his chair though, he felt something solid bump him from behind.  Immediately the arcane thief turned on his heel, sensing an immense swell of power at his flank... 
 
    And he was met with the most charismatic of grins. 
 
    “Sorry bout that,” a deep voice said, causing Valin’s alarm to drop slightly.  That is, until his eyes found the source of that voice.  Standing behind him was a wielder with crimson skin and curved horns resembling that of a demon.  His humanoid body was toned, and he wore little other than open black robes, tall boots, and an assortment of simple rope bracelets decorated with different colored gems.  The wielder was tall... at least a foot taller by Valin’s estimate and radiated with power that felt abrasive.  In fact, he would’ve been downright intimidating if it wasn’t for that devilish smile he wore on his demonic-looking face. 
 
    “I didn’t see you getting up,” the wielder continued, raising his hands in an apologetic fashion. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Valin replied before sliding his chair in and stepping away. Of course, he did manage to give the wielder a quick scan. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Zyrex 
 
    Wielder rank: 4 
 
    Signet: Shadowbeast Tamer 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Interesting... another race he’d never seen before and another power set that he had no idea how to predict.  Ah well, he’d just have to get used to that.  They were on floor three now and predictability was no way to make it to the top.  He’d just have to make sure he was packing the biggest surprises.  But for now, before all of that... it was time for some damned rest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next morning Valin rose with a renewed vigor, that awful taste of the armored worm washed away by a few of Haven’s finer ales.  That was good because this morning would be the first time that they set out together as a faction and he wanted to do everything he could to ensure they were triumphant on their first venture. 
 
    Each of them had visited the explorer’s league and signed up for a contract quest, some taking gathering tasks while others taking hunting contracts.  Unfortunately, wielders were only able to sign up for one contract at a time, so he and the others each split the contracts up amongst themselves to cover more ground.  They’d clear part of the floor, return to collect their prizes then divide them up evenly amongst the faction.  Surely that would have them ascending much faster than those that were working solo. 
 
    Before Valin set out, he consumed some of his high-powered rations and drank a pair of elixirs he had purchased at one of the shops.  Not only was he able to fortify his strength and stamina, but one of the elixirs temporarily opened his mana gates, allowing much greater mana flow and increasing the potential for his abilities to be far more explosive. 
 
    As a final preparation, Valin focused on the signet on his hand, delving into his skill set one last time before departing. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Name: Valin Frost 
 
    Wielder Rank: 3 
 
    Signet:  Arcane Thief 
 
    Skill Attunements: Psionics (Tier 2) 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    His usage of the psionic attunement has propelled him to tier two, and he was already beginning to feel the benefits of such power.  In fact, he could already use his ability to levitate small objects and force them to follow him while still focusing on other tasks.  He could only imagine the powers he’d soon have at higher tiers. 
 
    Next, Valin accessed the primary power of his signet, his stolen skills. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Signet: Arcane Thief 
 
    -Stolen Skills- 
 
    -Dragon Tail 
 
    -Life leech 
 
    -Shellshock 
 
    -Blood rage Strike (U) 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Dragon tail had become a utility skill of his with a multitude of uses, so that was a must-have.  Life leech was also a valuable tool, especially since it was his only form of self-healing.  Blood rage strike was a powerhouse ability, and one strong enough to give him an edge over even higher-ranked opponents.  Plus, it was his only elite skill given the fact that the winter bishop didn’t have anything compatible to steal.  That left just one spot... 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Shellshock 
 
      
 
    The skill user creates a circular shell similar to that of the drogaust.  The shell is powerful enough to withstand moderate physical blows and some minor skills and abilities.  Though it has a finite durability, the shell can store a limited amount of kinetic energy and release it upon command. 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Valin had managed to nab the skill during his little skirmish with the drog’s the day previous.  He had to admit it was tough to shelf his fireball skill, especially since it gave him so much range.  However, all of his other skills complemented a close-combat battle style.  And besides, if they were working as a team now then he’d have plenty of ranged wielders at his side to cover for any of his shortcomings... at least for now anyway. 
 
    As the young wielder exited the safety of Haven’s doors, he eyed the members of his faction forming in a group near one of the crystalline trees.  He could hear the growls of drogaust as they began to converge on their location, clearly sensing their power.  And beyond that... well he wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Stay vigilant,” Lariot said, standing at the group’s center and commanding their attention with his booming voice.  “We can’t be certain what kind of monstrosities lie on these islands, but we know whatever it is will pose a threat to each and every member of this faction.  Now, let’s forge ahead and clear as much of this floor as possible.” 
 
    Seconds later, Lariot unsheathed his green-black sword and led the charge forward, intent on cutting a path towards the island’s center.  Of the ten faction members, six of them had gathering contracts that involved collecting things like drogaust claws, crystal root, and a number of strange gems that he hadn’t located on his first outing.  The remaining four (including himself) had hunting contracts.  Most of them involved taking down alpha drogs or other critters lurking nearby, but this was more of a mystery. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Tower Contract 
 
    Type: Hunting 
 
    Objective: Slay a cave reaper  
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Hell, he hadn’t even seen any caves to speak of.  But that didn’t mean much... the way these floors were set up, he might venture far enough to find out he was actually standing on some sore on the inside of a cosmic dragons mouth (though he really, really hoped that wasn’t the case). 
 
    Soon he and the others set off, cutting through the first wave of drogaust as they plowed their way to the island’s center.  They even encountered some of the alphas, who were nearly twice their size and far more draconic looking than humanoid.  And yet, even those creatures were no match for the combined might of ten wielders. 
 
    Soon enough, the syndicate had worked their way past the island’s center, clearing out nests of drogs until they made it all the way to the island’s opposite side.  Unfortunately, they found little to speak of other than trees forged of organic crystal, jade-colored sand and overgrown shrubs that looked like colored glass…   
 
    Then they reached the beach. 
 
    “Take a look!” Ron shouted as he ran across the sand, stopping just short of the water’s edge. 
 
    When they’d arrived on floor three, Valin had noticed a network of islands off in the distance, barely visible on the horizon.  But here on the main island’s far end, they looked so close it was almost as if he could reach out and touch them.  
 
    “Which one do we hit first?” Azyr asked as she stepped forward, squinting as if it would help with her decision.  “I can’t really tell a difference from here.” 
 
    Shiro let out a sigh.  “You’re thinking too small.  Let’s hit all of them at once.  Divide and conquer.” 
 
    “You really think that’s a good idea, cher?” Ron asked as he hoisted his gun and began to inspect the far islands with his scope. 
 
    Shiro nodded as he folded his arms in front of him.  “You saw how many wielders were back there in Haven.  You felt their power.  Imagine all of them reaping the rewards of your precious contracts while you took the easy route through the islands.  We’ll likely be annihilated by the time the next trial rolls around.” 
 
    Shiro did have a point.  Valin had noticed other small groups of wielders making their way through different parts of the island.  Who knew how many had already ventured to some of the floors other isles. 
 
    “He’s right,” Ku’thar interjected.  “We have more than enough people here to scour each of the islands and be back by nightfall.” 
 
    Suddenly an uncomfortable silence befell the group as each of them exchanged glances.  However, Lariot eventually spoke up in that commanding tone of his.  “Very well... we’ll divide into three teams and clear as much area as we can.  We meet back at Haven by dusk.” 
 
    Valin raised his brow.  “Who are the teams?” 
 
    Lariot took a quick glance around the group.  “We need to split into groups that compliment our fighting styles... physical, mana-based and ranged.  I’ll take Shiro and Ku’thar with me to the central island.  Valin, you can lead the twins and Tenchi to the island on the right.  And Azyr, you take Zefara and Ron to the leftmost island.  That should cover it... Now remember, stay vigilant.” 
 
    Immediately Kuth’ar began to protest being split from the twins and Tenchi shot a worrisome look at Zefara.  Not a good start to the faction’s first official outing.  Fortunately, after a bit of reassuring from Lariot, the loudest of protests were quieted.  Kuthar did manage to give the arcane thief a sterning warning though.  “Protect the little ones with your life.” 
 
    Valin ofcourse, gave the lizardkin a quick nod.  It didn’t help that he was already apprehensive about splitting up (even if it made sense), but separating from Azyr made him feel even more uneasy.  Ah well, part of being a leader was following through with tough decisions.  
 
    Slowly, he shifted his gaze to his makeshift squad...  Tenchi was a Hell of a fighter so there wasn’t much worry there, but Rori and Kori had hardly proven themselves in battle.  Hopefully, today wouldn’t be the day that they had to... 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Valin said, once again commanding the group’s attention as he made a sudden realization.  “Just how in the Hell are we supposed to get over there?  I mean, not everyone is as good a swimmer as Ku’thar.” 
 
    The lizard man scoffed, though Valin was certain his reptilian lips were curving into a grin. 
 
    “You pay the ferryman.” 
 
    Nearly the entire group turned on their heel as a foreign voice invaded their little gathering, immediately setting them on edge as weapons were quickly drawn.  And with good cause, for approaching from the tree line was a pair of wielders that Valin hadn’t even sensed.   
 
    The one that had spoken was female.  She had long hair that was red like fire and blue eyes that resembled a familiar earthen sky.  Her skin was pale, covered only in a simple blue tunic and shorts with deep slits down either side.  Lastly, Valin noticed the signet she possessed on her right hand, a fox surrounded by a circle of flames. 
 
    Behind the woman stood a behemoth of a man.  Towering nearly seven feet tall, he wore an expressionless face covered by long, brown hair that looked like it needed a good brushing.  His chest was laid bare, revealing a number of grizzly scars and he wore a giant hammer across his back with a haft that had to be five feet long.  His signet appeared as a hammer entwined with a pair of lightning bolts and Valin had to wonder if this was the Norse god Thor himself. 
 
    The information displayed in his vision told him clearly that was not the case. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Alana 
 
    Wielder rank: 4 
 
    Signet: Blazing Fox 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Turk 
 
    Wielder rank: 4 
 
    Signet: Silent Thunder 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    “Did you say ferryman?” Azyr asked, eyeing the woman with suspicion.  Apparently some of those wandering wielders had been closer than they thought. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alana replied nonchalantly.  “Ferry.  Man.  Unless you can walk on water or somethin.  But from the sounds of it, I don’t think that’s something any of you can do.” 
 
    Azyr’s gaze quickly formed into a scowl as she listened to Alana speak, her hands slowly clenching into fists.  The lightning fencer was known to be sarcastic herself at times, but Valin was well aware that she never really took it well when on the receiving end.  Part of him worried that the two women might come to blows before they properly met... but the more curious part of him wanted to see what was going to happen. 
 
    Azyr took a step forward.  “How do you know about this ferryman?  And what the Hell were you doing in the bushes behind us?  Looking to steal our loot like some sort of tower vulture?” 
 
    Alana rolled her eyes.  “Seriously?  You're not the only wielders on this island.  Turk and I were merely on our way to one of the outlying isles when we walked in on your little office meeting.  I was just trying to be nice and give you a heads up about the ferryman, but if you want to swim...” 
 
    Alana shrugged and began to saunter her way.  Compared to Azyr’s intensity, the woman seemed so…. lackadaisical. 
 
    “Wait, cher.” Ron interjected, stepping in before Azyr unleashed her foul-mouthed response.  “We would like the help, very much so.” 
 
    Alana shrugged.  “Whatevs.  You just need to take something of value....” she opened her palm and summoned a physical piece of zinny from her storage space.  “And toss it into the water.” 
 
    She flipped the coin across the beach and into the cool blue sea, allowing it to disappear beneath the waves.  A second later the water’s surface began to ripple as something rose from its depths. 
 
    Valin went wide-eyed as a turtle-like creature began to surface.  Its body was encased in a massive shell, leaving only a draconic snout visible along with four thick legs likely used for swimming.  The creature was huge, at least as large if not larger than an earthen elephant.  And on top of it sat a single figure, a humanoid with oily white skin and gills stretching across the sides of his neck... 
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    The ferryman. 
 
    -- 
 
    Alana shrugged again.  “He’ll take you wherever.  Me and Turk here been to seven different islands so far and still haven’t found a way outta this place.” 
 
    “All the more reason to get moving then,” Shiro interjected, already trudging towards the...  eh, the creature. 
 
    Valin took a quick glance around and nobody else seemed wholly opposed, and this Alana and her silent companion surely weren’t threatening.  So, he threw his hands in his pockets and began moving forward as well. 
 
    At least he wouldn’t have to get his boots wet. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Despite the creature’s massive size, the turtle-like ferry proved to be a rather speedy method of transportation.  What Valin found even more perplexing though was the fact that the beast he was riding on was actually a male drogaust.  Apparently, the smaller, more vicious version of the creatures were the female drogs and the mid-sized alphas were the female pack leaders.  That left Valin with some questions about how they mated but in the end, he decided that just wasn’t a visual that he needed. 
 
    As they sailed, Valin found that Alana was full of strange, if somewhat pointless facts.  He actually wanted to probe her for more information, but the way Azyr was brooding he feared she might lop off his head. 
 
    Soon a fog began to roll in, shrouding the contents of the islands in uncertainty.  But before he could second guess himself, the ferryman arrived at the leftmost isle and dropped the first group off.  Valin gave Azyr a silent wave as she leapt onto the beach.  In return, she gave Alana a venomous stare before winking at him and disappearing into the fog. 
 
    A few moments later, the ferry arrived at the middle island and allowed Lariot and his group to depart.  Then it departed again for its final destination.  That left Valin with the twins, Tenchi, the ferryman… and the two newcomers. 
 
    Slowly, he peered around the group as an awkward silence set in.  Tenchi was typically less than talkative, and there was no change here.  The twins kept to themselves, speaking to each other in hushed, almost inaudible tones.  Both Turk and the ferryman hadn’t spoken a word since he’d seen them, content to communicate in simple grunts and gestures.  So that just left him and Alana, who looked almost ready to doze off from boredom. 
 
    “So...” Valin said, adjusting himself on the massive shell.  “You been here a while?” 
 
    Alana shrugged.  “Pretty much.  I’ve been combing these islands for days with Turk here looking for the floor boss.  Neither of us like the water too much.” 
 
    Turk let out an agreeable grunt. 
 
    Valin took a glance toward the horizon.  From what he’d seen, it didn’t look like there was more than a have a dozen isles.  “Is this place really that vast?”   
 
    Alana nodded.  “Me and Turk cleared twelve of these things already, and I don’t know how many more we saw.  Each one’s the same though... full of drogs and glassy looking plants and not much else.” 
 
    Valin furrowed his brow, but Tenchi was the one to interject.  “Perhaps the secrets of this place lie elsewhere then, in places unseen.” 
 
    Alana let out a nervous chuckle.  “Yeah, I guess... er whatever.” 
 
    The awkward silence returned but only for a moment as the ferry pulled up to the shores of the final island.  As they departed from the giant beast Tenchi gave the ferryman a bow... which was returned with an uninterested grunt.  Then both man and beast disappeared into the depths, waiting to be re-summoned.  Honestly, Valin wondered what the man did with all of that collected zinny. 
 
    Slowly the group made their way towards the island’s center, weapons drawn and ready for the inevitable wave of drogaust attacks... but they never came.  Instead, they were met with a silence that was all but deafening. 
 
    “Maybe someone has already cleared the island, brother,” Kori said as he squinted through a pair of crystalline trees. 
 
    “Yes brother,” Rori replied.  “Maybe-“ 
 
    And that was all the other twin got out before a blast of energy engulfed the area, shattering glassy plant life, kicking up jade sand and engulfing the area in smoke.  No, there were no drogaust here... there was something far worse. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The Dragon and the Fox 
 
      
 
    “What’s with this place and god-damned ambushes,” Valin muttered as smoke engulfed him and the others, making it all but impossible to see.  This would make the second time that he been attacked unprovoked.  It was as if he were dead weight that had fallen prey to a vulture... 
 
    Fortunately, he was no longer dead weight and he was far, far more prepared. 
 
    Immediately, the arcane thief delved into his psionic attunement, surrounding himself with a thin layer of psychic energy.  With a simple thought and a bit of mana, he gave the energy a gentle push, forcing the air around him away and clearing the smoke out of his vision. 
 
    Without hesitation, Valin scanned the area for threats as his sword and shield found their way into his grasp.  The first thing he spotted was none other than the newcomer, Alana Firebrand. 
 
    Valin drew mana from his blade and into his mana gates, ready to unleash a hellstorm of abilities in her direction.  However, he relented as the woman raised her hands in defense. 
 
    “It’s not me!” Alana said as she began channeling mana of her own.  “But whoever’s there is about to regret it.”   
 
    Valin locked eyes with the woman, peering through her gaze and into her soul as he tried to unmask her true intent.  In truth, Valin didn’t really have that sort of ability, but he was also developing a sense for the energy of others. He was beginning to understand when another wielder’s energy was abrasive and volatile, and when they were making themselves vulnerable.  Not only that, but he did consider himself a pretty decent judge of character.   
 
    Focusing on Alana, Valin couldn’t sense a single bad intention coming from her.  At least, not directed at him.  He sensed a free spirit that had found herself in a dangerous situation.  So, with a nod of his head… he lent her his trust. 
 
    Suddenly, Alana’s lax posture shifted as she unleashed the power of her signet.  Her eyes lit up like torches and blazing rings formed around her wrists and ankles, acting as focal points for her power.  Finally, fiery red mana danced across her back, forming into three separate tales made of flame... 
 
    The blazing fox had emerged from its hole. 
 
    Working alongside Alana, Valin once again went back to his psychic push and began to forge a path through the smoke.  He had to locate the others, had to- 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    Alana leapt into the air, springing off of Valin’s shield and pushing him out of the way as a beam of energy tore up the ground between them.   Another beam followed, and he barely managed to dive to his left as the bar of energy tore a trench in the jade sand. 
 
    Acting on instinct, Valin immediately rolled to his feet and set his sights on the attacker.  Several paces away stood a wielder in tight, black robes decorated with golden trim.  He was an older man though he didn’t wear any scars of battle that many in the tower did.  What caught Valin’s eye though was the strange apparatus floating above the man’s head.  Just inches above his hair was what looked like a burning halo, its hollow center drawing in natural energy from the sun itself.  Over the man’s left eye was a golden monocle, its lens smoking from the pair of beams he’d fired off.  And on his hand, a signet of a blazing sun engulfing the horizon. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Name: Jensen Garlis 
 
    Wielder rank: 4 
 
    Signet: Eternal Sunspeaker 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    “We gotta gouge out that eye!” Alana said as she slid to Valin’s side and mirrored his stance. 
 
    The arcane thief gave her a quick nod.  “I’ll draw his fire.  You get the eye.”  Then he sprang to his feet and charged. 
 
    Valin kept his gaze locked on Jensen Garlis as the man began channeling natural light through his fiery halo, building his energy at a rapid speed.  He was even able to get within three paces of the man before he fired, directing another high-powered blast directly at his chest. 
 
    Luckily, that’s just what Valin had expected. 
 
    “Shellshock!” the wielder shouted, channeling mana into his signet as he activated his newest stolen skill.  An instant later a shell the size of a shield appeared in front of him, hovering directly in the path of the beam.   
 
    Immediately, Valin reinforced the shell with his mana as he lined up his buckler directly behind it, barely pulling the maneuver off before the beam of light came crashing in.  Valin dug his heels into the ground as the bar of energy shattered his shell and slammed into his buckler, forcing him to slide back through the sand.   
 
    Smoke rose from the bishop’s blockade as the energy beam finally tapered off, leaving the thief’s legs wobbly.  Hell, if it weren’t for the elite level of his shield, Valin was certain that he and his gear would’ve been melted on the spot... 
 
    But he wasn’t, not with the icy power of the bishop’s blockade.  In fact, Valin had bought just the time they needed. 
 
    As jensen Garlis shifted to recharge his beam the blazing fox wielder leapt onto his shoulders and tore at his face, ripping away the monocle and sending the fiery halo floating off balance. 
 
    “Crazed bitch!” The sunspeaker roared, fighting with Alana’s grasp as he tried to reclaim his weapons.  Unfortunately, those would be the last words he spoke.   
 
    As the pair continued to battle for control, Valin regained his balance and completed his charge, channeling a blood rage strike and slamming his blade through the sun speaker’s chest.  Seconds later, the man’s body crumpled to the ground as ascension points gathered within his core. 
 
    Without wasting so much as a second, Valin hoisted Alana to her feet and began his search anew, frantically searching for the others through the swirling smoke.  Several flashes of light appeared in the distance, and he thought to run towards them.  Then he heard a strange voice. 
 
    “Jensen’s down!  Take what we have and fall back!”  
 
    Alana reached over and grabbed Valin’s forearm.  “They’re trying to make a retreat!  Looks like we might’ve scared them off.” 
 
    Valin nodded.  “Let’s hope.”  Then he returned to yelling the names of his missing companions. 
 
    Precious seconds ticked by as the pair continued to search, clearing out the smoke with whatever skills they found useful.  But just as his frustration began to build the strange miasma began to dissipate on its own, leaving Valin with a clear view of the area... 
 
    And what he saw left him in utter shock. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Moments earlier... 
 
      
 
    As abilities crashed into the jade sand and a growing cloud of smoke began to overtake the island, Tenchi Tekaya fell into a state of calm.  As the youngest son in a family of gold dragons, Tenchi had seen things far more frightening than anything this tower could throw at him.  His father was a massive scaled serpent with enough strength to overthrow kingdoms on his own, and his mother was a woman with a will strong enough to tame such a beast. 
 
    As a child, Tenchi was forced to train with clansmen that far outclassed him in both strength and ability, an experience that molded his mind to that of a true warrior.  As an adolescent, his body was tempered by dragon fire, an experience that forged his human-like flesh into natural armor.  And as an adult, he was forced to lead his clan into battle, pitted against enemies far crueler than he could have ever imagined.  Everything Tenchi Tekaya had done in his life had prepared him for this trek into the tower... 
 
    A simple ambush wasn’t going to faze him in the least. 
 
    Tenchi’s golden eyes scanned his surroundings, their draconic nature fighting off the sting of the smoke as the dark cloud began to swallow him whole.  Soon enough his vision was hampered and the wielder was cut off from his allies, but not before he spotted one of their assailants coming at him from above. 
 
    It was time to unleash the dragon 
 
    Immediately Tenchi fell into a crouch,  channeling rosegold mana through his gates and into his serpentine signet.  An instant later his muscles expanded, his senses sharpened and his strength increased beyond compare.   
 
    As the assailant descended, Tenchi swung with one of his gauntleted fists, intercepting a strike intended for his face and knocking the wielder away.  As the attacker regained his footing, Tenchi finally managed to get a good look at him. 
 
    Curved horns, crimson skin and black robes quickly caught his eye as he took measure of his new opponent.  This wielder, he’d seen him before.  He was the one who’d bumped into Valin at the tavern the night previous...  Zyrex, the shadowbeast tamer. 
 
    Tenchi quickly shifted into a traditional battle stance and raised his fist, attempting to tower over his opponent in a show of dominance.  “If you think you’ve chosen an easy target then you’re a foolish little vulture.” 
 
    Zyrex merely smirked, revealing a bit of his devilish charisma.  “We will see.” 
 
    Suddenly, black energy began to pour from the wielder palms, pooling on the ground on either side of him.  The energy swirled, shifting and solidifying until it took the form of two shadowy hounds, their glowing eyes locked directly on Tenchi.  
 
    So, this was the power of a shadowbeast tamer...  Well, Tenchi would just have to show him that dragons were still at the top of the food chain. 
 
    As the hounds lunged in, Tenchi swung his right fist, intercepting the first of the beasts and punching it directly into the sand.  The second wasn’t far behind, but the rosegold reaver managed to catch it by the neck and slam it into the other, causing both of the shadow hounds to disperse into ether. 
 
    “Well, well...” Zyrex said, drawing more dark mana into his palms.  “It appears there’s more fight in you than I gave you credit for.  Let me fix that..”  A breath later, the shadowbeast tamer exploded with energy, conjuring an entire pack of shadow beasts at his side. 
 
    Tenchi tensed as he counted the number of snarling hounds staring back at him... eight.  He had to fend off eight separate attacks while keeping a wary eye on the wielder himself.  Just what kind of limits did this man’s power have?! 
 
    Wearing that damned charismatic smile of his, Zyrex lifted his palm into the air and revealed his signet, the symbol of a black three-headed beast.  Then without saying another word, he clenched his fist and channeled energy into the signet... 
 
    And just like that, the pack of shadow beasts charged. 
 
    Tenchi let out a draconic roar as he met their attack head-on, swinging his gauntleted fists with a controlled rage as he knocked the hounds away.  Unfortunately, more than a few of them managed to slip past his defenses, leaping onto his hulking frame before sinking their black teeth into his flesh. 
 
    The rosegold reaver didn’t retreat an inch.  Instead, he fought through the pain, tearing the beasts off of him and slamming them into the ground with enough force to destroy their shadowy forms. 
 
    After a moment it became apparent to Tenchi that he was fighting a losing battle.  Even with his strength, he had no sweeping techniques or large area skills to dispose of a horde of enemies.  No, he was suited for single combat and this particular foe was a master of anything but.  He needed a sound strategy, a path he could take to victory. 
 
    As Tenchi’s mind raced a pair of teeth sank into Tenchi’s calf, forcing him to a knee.  One of those wretched shadow beasts must’ve circled to his flank.  By the damned tower gods, he couldn’t go down like this.  Gold dragon’s blood ran through his veins! He was- 
 
    “Thunder...”. The word entered his mind like a whisper spoken on the wind, bringing both him and the tamer pause.  A second later, a third wielder entered the fray.  Hoisting a glowing hammer,Turk the silent thunder charged in through the smoke, cutting off Zyrex from his shadow beasts as he took aim directly at the man’s head. 
 
    Zyrex attempted to dodge, but he proved to be too slow and the hammer connected with one of his curved horns, cracking it down its side. 
 
    “Bastard!” the devilish wielder howled, clutching at his face as he used a burst of mana to put distance between him and the thunderous wielder.  “You’re going to regret that...” 
 
    Suddenly, Tenchi’s eyes went wide as the shadow hounds surrounding him turned heel and ran, refocusing their efforts on Turk.  Unfortunately, Turk’s skin proved far less durable than Tenchi’s ultra-tough dragon hide, and in seconds the creatures began to tear the man apart.  Bolts of lightning rippled through the smoke and incinerated a pair of hounds but more and more came, overtaking the thunder wielder in seconds. 
 
    Desperate, Tenchi tried to lunge forward and help but the wound on his leg was worse than he thought.  The golden-eyed wielder grimaced in pain as he fell forward into the sand.  He wasn’t going to give up though, not like this.  And so, as he stumbled forward... he watched as Turk was torn to shreds. 
 
    Zyrex’s grin widened as the light in Turk’s eyes dimmed and the man’s power was absorbed into his ascension core. And when it was over, he redoubled his focus back on Tenchi.   
 
    The shadowbeast tamer took a step forward, raising his hand as he prepared to unleash the hounds.  Then a strange voice echoed through the smoke and his advance was paused. 
 
    “Heh, it appears I’ve run low on mana...  This must be your lucky day” Zyrex spat, drawing his remaining shadow hounds back to his side.  Then he stepped backward, disappearing into the surrounding cloud of smoke. 
 
    Tenchi’s gut reaction was to pursue the man, especially if his energy level was indeed low.  But with the injuries he’d already suffered, that just wasn’t feasible.  Instead, the wielder released his signet and began to trudge forward, conserving his remaining mana in case of a counterattack. 
 
    But it never came. 
 
    Instead, the smoke began to clear, dissipating into ether and leaving Tenchi staring at a rather peculiar sight.  The enemies that had descended upon them were completely gone, leaving behind just a handful of empty runic spheres that they had used to create their smokescreen.   
 
    The body of Turk was still there, lifeless and unmoving near Tenchi’s location.  Valin and the fox girl Alana were also present and it looked like they’d taken a life of their own.  At their feet was some wielder he’d never seen before with some sort of burning crown resting in by his corpse.  And that was it... 
 
    Perhaps Tenchi was too tired and beaten down to notice, but he spotted Valin’s eyes go wider than gate portals.  Then the thief dashed forward, grabbing Tenchi by the shoulders as panic took over his voice.  “Rori.  Kori.  Where are the twins?!” 
 
    And just like that, Tenchi’s heart began to sink. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The Twins 
 
      
 
    As Rori and Kori regained consciousness, they immediately felt a collective sense of dread.  They had been ambushed, smoked out, knocked out and taken.  And now they were here... wherever here was. 
 
    The brothers took a quick glance around and tried to gather some information about their surroundings.  From the looks of it, they were in some sort of cell carved out of the walls of a natural cave. Thick metal bars stood just a few paces in front of them with a thick lock preventing any sort of escape. Even worse, a number of tightly braided ropes were wrapped around their arms and legs, preventing either of them from moving.  In short, it was a terrible, terrible situation. 
 
    Rori was the first to try and rise, but he quickly discovered that his bindings were impossibly tight.  So instead, he did the one thing that he had always done when things had grown dire... he looked to his brother. 
 
    “This is quite the predicament,” Rori said, trying to hide the fear in his voice. 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Kori replied, his voice barely more than a whisper. 
 
    Rori took in a deep breath, trying to hide his shakiness before he continued.  “Did you see anything, brother?  Perhaps any of the others?” 
 
    Kori merely shook his head.  “I did not, brother.  As far as I know... we are alone.” 
 
    In truth, it was a familiar feeling.  For as long as the twins could remember, they’d always been alone...  Well, except for each other.  In truth, they’d never been apart.  It was the rest of their world that had discarded them... 
 
    Before they were even born, the pair was destined for greatness.  Their mother was a mage of the highest rank and a person of high regard amongst her people.  It was only natural that her unborn children, her twins would follow in her footsteps.  Unfortunately, she was also a woman with some reckless tendencies. 
 
    During her pregnancy, the mage experimented with a number of powerful yet forbidden spells.  Her exposure to such dangerous spell components had an adverse effect on her body, and one of her unborn lost its life shortly before birth. 
 
    Devastated, the mage attempted one final spell to save her child, one desperate and misguided act.  Using her magic, the mage split the life force of her remaining child, dividing it amongst the two in hopes of saving them both. 
 
    As a result, Rori and Kori were born. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the mage to notice something was off about her children.  Not only were they inseparable, but the pair seemed completely unable to function without one another.  
 
    Together, the two contained the power of a full-fledged mage, able to weave spells through one another to great effect.  But separate, they were inept and unable to pass even the simplest of magical tests.  As unlikely as it seemed, it appeared splitting their life force between two bodies had also split their soul. 
 
    Guilt and remorse set in as the mage realized her children would never become what she had hoped.  Worse, those feelings eventually turned to ones of resentment.  Soon, the mage began to regard her children as little more than failed experiments, an act that drove the pair even closer together… closer, yet farther apart from everyone else. 
 
    Eventually, both Rori and Kori felt the scrutiny of the entire mage’s order, a sect unable to break away from old tradition.  And yet, as futile as it was... the twins still wanted to make their mother proud.  So, in the dark of night the pair entered Helion’s tower.  Did they know the dangers involved?  Certainly... but they also knew that reaching the top may be their only chance to reclaim their mother’s love.  
 
    “Any fanciful escape plans, brother?” Kori asked, though he likely already knew the answer.  Of the pair, he was the slightly less dominant brother and often sought his twin's reassurance.  Unfortunately, Rori had none to give. 
 
    “No brother, but perhaps we can emulate our valiant companions.  Perhaps if we display strength like Ku’thar or cunning like Valin or skill like Azyr then maybe we can make it out...” 
 
    Kori gave his brother a soft smile.  “Yes brother, maybe we can.” 
 
    Out in the open, the idea seemed more like wishful thinking than actual planning so the pair sat silently for several moments.  They had been lucky enough to find a group of capable wielders to help them overcome floors one and two, but they should’ve known that wouldn’t have lasted.  Now because of their own shortcomings, they were bound in a cell,  alone... as they had always been.  
 
    Slowly, Rori shifted his gaze back to his brother who’d quietly begun to sniffle into his collar.  “Do you remember why we entered this tower?” he asked. 
 
    Kori nodded.  “Yes, brother.  To earn back mother’s respect.” 
 
    “And what would she think of us, waiting to die in some cell?” Rori continued.   
 
    Kori winced.  “She would think her beliefs about us affirmed.” 
 
    Rori nodded.  “Then let us prove her wrong.” 
 
    With a nod, Kori leaned towards his brother and began channeling mana through his gates.  Rori followed, matching his brother's channeling technique precisely until a wave of static energy had been created between the two. 
 
    When they entered the tower, the brothers were granted the signet of the symbiotic spellspinner.  The power it gave them allowed the pair to share the mana within their cores and manipulate it with different elemental properties.  It was a signet with truly devastating potential, and although the twins were never much for fighting... it was clear it had become time to put some of that power to use 
 
    The brothers continued to channel their mana, building raw energy in the space between them.  As they focused, the energy grew hotter, shifting from a pale blue to a hot red until finally their rope bindings burned away. 
 
    “We’re free, brother!” Kori said, lifting his fists in victory.  “Sort of...” 
 
    Rori saved his celebration and channeled the red hot energy into a ball, then launched it into the lock dangling from the metal bars.  The metal contraption glowed for a second, then turned into liquid metal and slid to the floor, allowing their metal cage to swing open. 
 
    “Come brother,” Rori said, steadying his brother with his calm demeanor as he turned back to him and took his hand.  “It’s time to claim our freedom.” 
 
    With renewed vigor, the twins dashed out of their cell and into the stony hallway, using the row of fire-lit sconces to guide their way.  They passed by a pair of doorways on either side but the two kept running, praying that daylight might be around the next bend.  As they moved, a slight breeze began to travel through the tunnel, indicating that the pair were on the right path.  They’d nearly made it... 
 
    Then the growl of beasts filled the air and their hopes were shattered.  
 
    Rori’s boots skidded across the stone as the first shadow hound appeared in front of him, its black teeth bared and its eyes glowing with power.  A second appeared behind it.  Then a third, all of them locked onto the wielders like they were potential meals. 
 
    Rori didn’t wait for the beasts to move, drawing mana from Kori and spinning it into an icy blue wave.  An instant later he pushed the energy forward, swallowing the hounds in a frigid wave of water and washing them down the hall. 
 
    With the path ahead clogged with wild mana and shadow hounds, the twins reversed direction and began running back the other way.  Once again Rori took his brother by the arm and gave him a yank. Maybe they could make it to one of those doorways they’d passed he thought.  Maybe one of them would lead to freedom. Maybe- 
 
    “That’s enough!”  Zyrex’s voice echoed through the stone hall as he emerged from around the corner, stopping the pair dead in their tracks as he slammed one of his boots into Rori’s chest and drove him into the ground.   
 
    “Leave him alone!” Kori shouted as he attempted to come to his brother’s aid.  Unfortunately, a fourth shadow beast unlatched himself from the ceiling and entrapped the wilder’s feeble body.  This one was a giant spider... it had taken the shape of a damned disgusting spider! 
 
    Rori let out a grimace as Zyrex reached down and hoisted him up by his throat, gripping his neck so tightly that he could no longer speak.  The twin tried to channel mana into an attack but suddenly he felt like his power was out of reach, like someone had cut off his mana core.  Then he noticed him... another wielder standing just paces behind Zyrex, staring him down with glowing yellow eyes. 
 
    “Oh you are quite trapped,” Zyrex said, shooting Rori a wide grin.  “Though I will admit, it was a valiant effort.” 
 
    “Pleeeeaase,” Rori managed to squeak out.  “T-take me.  N-n-not my m brother.” 
 
    The shadowbeast tamer merely let out a chuckle.  “Oh I count on it.” 
 
    And just like that, the twins once again wished that they were alone... 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The aftermath 
 
      
 
    Panic. 
 
    Of all the emotions swirling through Valin Frost, panic was the one that was gripping at his heart. Just moments ago he’d been prepared to clear the island, collect on their contracts and fill up his ascension core all before dinner.  But perhaps he’d been too sure of himself... for now at his feet lied ruin. 
 
    Mere paces away lied the lifeless body of Jensen Garlis, their fiery crowned attacker.  Several yards beyond that lied another body, though this one belonged to Turk, Alana’s silent companion.  And beyond that, a battered and bleeding Tenchi.   And… that was it.  Not another soul in sight. 
 
    Immediately Valin dashed forward and grabbed Tenchi by the shoulders, gripping him so hard that he winced.  “Rori.  Kori.  Where are the twins?!” 
 
    Tenchi’s eyes went wide.  “I... I don’t know.  I was attacked by the devil man from the tavern.  He managed to slay Turk and nearly overtook me.  But then he fled...” 
 
    Valin nodded, then released his grip on the reaver and began to scour the area.  From the sounds of it, they must’ve been ambushed by a group.  However, something had gone wrong and forced them to flee.  And the twins, had they been taken?  Valin only prayed that he could find them still alive... 
 
    “Damnit,” Valin growled, gritting his teeth as his fears began to mount.  He didn’t even know where to look, where to start.  Regardless, his attention was pulled away as the sound of whimpers met his ears... the soft whimpers of a friend in mourning. 
 
    As he turned, Valin spotted Alana kneeling in the sand, Turk’s head cradled in her lap. 
 
    “I’ve only known him a few days,” she muttered.  “But he was always so kind to me... even if he never said anything.” 
 
    Valin quietly walked over and placed a hand on her pale shoulder, a bit ashamed he hadn’t gone to her before.  “Then we’ll make whoever did this pay.” 
 
    She gently placed Turk’s head down and met the thief’s gaze with a newfound ferocity.  “Your damn right we will.” 
 
    After taking a moment to regroup, the three took a look around the area with fresh eyes.  First, they inspected the body of Jensen Garlis, the man they’d managed to take down.  Rummaging through his pockets proved to be a letdown, though Valin did find one thing of interest on the man... an obsidian faction crest on his sleeve depicting three arrows.  He’d remember that symbol well… 
 
    As he rose from the sand, Valin noticed Alana scooping up the man’s flaming halo.  “This is a pretty little artifact.  I think I’ll keep,” she said, before gritting her teeth and tucking the item into her belt. 
 
    Valin shrugged.  Fair enough. 
 
    A few paces away, the arcane thief noticed one of the metal spheres their attackers had used to create the smokescreen.  The device was about the size of a baseball, lightweight and appeared to be metallic in nature. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Spell orb 
 
    A sphere that can be infused with mana and used to store a single spell or skill. 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Valin immediately scooped the item up and tossed it into the air.  As it fell, he used his psionic ability to levitate the orb at his side.  He assumed the item was likely intended to be used as a single-use projectile, like a spell grenade.  But coupled with his psionics,  Valin could use the sphere as a multi-use ranged attack! 
 
    “Any ideas where they might’ve gone?” Tenchi asked as he peered skyward into the endless blue, drawing Valin’s attention.  There didn’t appear to be any secret paths close by, and their assailants didn’t leave a trail, but as he thought about it Valin began to develop a hunch... 
 
    “Underground,” he growled, tossing back his long, blue coat. 
 
    “Seriously?”  Alana asked, raising her brow. 
 
    “It only makes sense,” Valin continued.  “You said every island you’ve been to had been the same, right?  Well, the contract I took implies that there’s some sort of cave in this place.  And if every island is the same, then the only place that cave could be is-“ 
 
    “Beneath the surface,” Tenchi said, finishing Valin’s statement with an affirmative nod.  “But we can’t spend all day searching for the entrance.  Time is of the essence...” 
 
    Valin’s expression grew resolute as his coat floated behind him in the breeze.  “Then we’ll just make our own.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The Hunters 
 
      
 
    Zyrex Baros of the Enigma Hunters faction grinned as he eyed his prey.  Not long ago he and a small group of his hunting partners had finally made the move on their targets.  They were in search of a capture and eventual kill, but unfortunately they were met with some… complications including a rather agile fox girl and her thunderous partner.  But no matter. Just mere feet in front of him was the hobbled body of one of the wielders they had captured.. a twin by the name of Rori.   
 
    Zyrex shot the little wretch a wild grin as he approached his meager form.  Moments ago the foolish little man had tried to escape... in fact, he’d actually made a rather competent attempt.  But the fool quickly found that running from the enigma faction was no easy task.  Ah well, Zyrex didn’t mind teaching him a lesson.  After all, it would likely be one of the last he’d ever learn. 
 
    Wearing that oh so charming grin of his, Zyrex dragged Rori back through the tunnel and took him into one of the side chambers, tossing his writhing body into one of the far corners.  Not far behind Kori emerged,  his body still entrapped in the limbs of Zyrex’s shadow spider. 
 
    “P-please...” Rori muttered through bloodied lips.  “Leave just leave my brother be.” 
 
    “Oh now cut that out,” Zyrex replied in an almost playful tone.  “There’s plenty to go around for everyone.  Now do refrain from doing anything foolish... our company is arriving.” 
 
    Just a moment later a small group of wielders appeared in the doorway, though it was quite evident that they lacked Zyrex’s cheery disposition.  The first man sported long platinum hair and vertically slit eyes that looked almost otherworldly.  He wore a red and white combat tunic and sported a legendary grade weapon on his back.  Garth Zeros was his name and he was the faction officer in charge of their little brigade. 
 
    Behind Garth was a man who carried a rather unsettling aura.  Though his battle attire was simple and his frame wasn’t overly muscular, beneath his salt and pepper hair lied a pair of all-black eyes that were enough to make anyone shudder.  Though his real name was unknown, his faction members called him Null due to his very... unique power set. 
 
    The last person through the door was a humanoid who looked just as much like a panther as he did a man.  His body was covered in blue-black fur and protected by studded leather armor.  Impossibly sharp claws sat at the end of the wielder’s fingertips, and a pair of curved blades hung at his waist to compliment them.  This particular wielder was known as Black Claw, and his superior hunting skills served the enigma faction quite well... 
 
    As the trio entered, Zyrex noticed another wave of fear wash over his twin captives.  Oh, those poor resilient little things...  
 
    “Is he ready?” Garth asked as he stepped forward and gave Rori a look over, causing the twin to recoil further into the corner of the chamber.  His tone was all-business, which seemed to unsettle Rori even more. 
 
    “He won’t be fighting back,” Zyrex replied with confidence.  “Just make sure you keep him and his look-alike separated...” 
 
    “Won’t be a problem,” Black Claw growled before extending a clawed hand forward and plucking Kori out of the shadow spider’s grasp.  The twin began to scream but one of those same hands reached up and pried his mouth shut. 
 
    Garth merely nodded.  “I suppose it’s time to get on with it, then.”  Slowly, the wielder reached into the folds of his tunic and produced what looked like an elixir bottle with a blade at the end... an item the hunters knew all too well.  The artifact was in fact one of the tower’s darker creations, a tool used by Enigma to help swing the balance of power in their favor.   
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Soul Scepter  
 
    Artifact  
 
      
 
    When used on another living being, the scepter can drain a very specific part of the target's vital energy, converting it into a consumable sphere known as a life force orb.   Though it will not kill the target, multiple uses on the same being are ineffective. 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    The enigma faction had experimented with the artifact extensively, and soon found that it got the best return on its value when used on other wielders.  Unfortunately, the one-use rule seemed to hold true.  It seemed the scepter took... something from its target that couldn’t be replaced.  However, the artifact still proved invaluable.  Not only could they steal an opponent's power, but they could then slay them and fill their ascension core with the remaining vital energy.  The amount of energy they could steal usually differed depending on their target, but the life force orbs created always yielded some sort of value.  It was economical, to say the least. 
 
    “We’ll do this one first,” Garth said as he handed the scepter to Null.  “Though I wish we had gotten the spell thief.  He was brimming with a well of all sorts of different energies.” 
 
    Black Claw’s jaw clenched.  “I didn’t know the fox girl and her brute would be with them.  Otherwise, we would have had him and his golden-eyed friend.” 
 
    Zyrex winced.  Indeed, he did have the golden-eyed Tenchi dead to rights...  that is until the thunder wielder interfered and forced his hand.  But ah well… 
 
    “Leave then alone!” Rori yelled, his voice raw, drawing the room’s attention. 
 
    Garth merely shook his head, clearly unamused.  After staring daggers into Rori, he gingerly tossed the artifact to Null and began to head back towards the door.  “Get on with It, Null.  Zyrex and I have more prey to hunt down before our superiors on floor four grow... impatient.” 
 
    The shadowbeast hunter grinned as he exited the chamber, leaving Null and Black Claw to do the dirty work.  In truth, the hunt was his favorite part of all of this, especially with the vast array of shadow beasts at his disposal.  He only hoped they would get another crack at the spell thief soon...  not because he was looking for a fight (although a battle with the spell thief did sound rather entertaining).  No, he knew that an orb from that fool would surely buy him a seat with the elites of the Enigma Hunters… and perhaps bring him another step closer to the top. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The Door 
 
      
 
    Anger. 
 
    No matter what realm in the multiverse you were in, anger still proved to be one of the greatest motivators.  For some, it led to reckless actions, and for others it led to unbridled rage.  But for Valin Frost, he found that anger led to resolve. 
 
    His companions had entrusted him with a simple task... clear the island and report back.  And what had he done?  He’d compromised the most vulnerable members of his faction! 
 
    Every time he thought of the twins he began to grow sick to his stomach, and that pain quickly translated into a red hot anger.  It wasn’t an emotion Valin felt often, but when he did... well, suffice to say he was going to use that anger... he was going to use it to destroy the bastards responsible and wipe them off the face of this tower. 
 
    “One more time,” Valin growled as he channeled mana through his gates and into his mana tail, preparing to unleash a strike.  It was presumed that his attackers had fled underground.  So he, Tenchi and Alana had decided to forego searching for a secret entrance and resolved to create their own.  And after some mana-infused digging it appeared that they were nearly there... 
 
    “Blood rage strike!” 
 
    Valin unleashed a final blow, channeling a large chunk of his mana into an attack that shattered the final layer of rock beneath him.  The sand and stone they’d dug up began to plummet as Valin and the others fell through the hole he’d created, coming to a stop several feet beneath the ground. 
 
    The game had changed... and now it was their turn to hunt. 
 
    Immediately, Alana channeled her signet, creating fiery rings around her wrists that helped bring more light to the tunnel.  Despite her rather laid-back demeanor, the death of her partner seemed to have lit a fire in her spirit.  That was good, Valin knew.  They would need her strength. 
 
    Slowly the trio began to make their way through the carved stone tunnel, trying to remain focused as they marveled at the extraordinary sight.  For what they had stumbled on was not just a tunnel, but what appeared to be a vast network of underground caverns. 
 
    The particular tunnel they had landed themselves in stretched in either direction, one path extending out towards the sea and branching off into several different caverns, their secrets hidden in a veil of shadow.  The other tunnel(the one they took) looked as though it would lead them directly below their current island’s center.  Val only hoped it was the correct choice...  He wasn’t too sure if the twins would last long enough if he chose the wrong one. 
 
    Moving with purpose, Valin led the others down the darkened path, carefully channeling mana into the tips of his fingers should he need it.  Fortunately, it wasn’t long before they reached a bend in the path and a very... interesting sight.   
 
    Standing at the end of a torchlit portion of the tunnel was a wielder with cat-like properties, almost as if he’d been spliced with a panther or something of that nature.  He stood rather stoic, guarding an old wooden door.  And in his grasp... Kori’s shaking body. 
 
    Valin had to stop himself from rushing down the tunnel and throttling the panther man.  He wanted to... by the gods did he ever.  But who knew what was lying behind that door.  If there was a large group of wielders nearby, he could be diving into an ambush.  Not to mention Tenchi’s mana level was already low.  So instead, he opted for a more tactical approach. 
 
    Alana went first, drawing her fiery mana into a ball before launching down the hallway.  The technique burst just inches from the panther man’s face, causing him to recoil and temporarily blinding their foe. 
 
    Valin followed in the shadow of the technique, clenching his eyes shut as the explosive skill filled the area with light.  As the mana flames burnt out, he opened his eyes and unleashed a hellacious blow, slamming his mana tail into the wielder’s nose and forcing his head to bounce against the door. 
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    Monster Skill:  Dragon Tail 
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    The panther man growled in pain but the trio didn’t give him a chance to react.  In a flash, Tenchi stepped past Valin and snatched Kori out of the wielder’s grasp.  With his midsection open, Alana followed up with a well-placed punch directly into his solar plexus.  An instant later, Valin’s blade found his throat causing the panther man to go very, very still. 
 
    “Where is the other one?” Valin growled, nodding to Kori while keeping his gaze locked onto the wielder’s eyes. 
 
    “The other what?” Black Claw replied, mocking Valin with a toothy feline grin.  
 
    Valin’s face immediately morphed into a scowl as a wild look began to form in his eyes.  “Fine,” the arcane thief said.  “We’ll do it the hard way.  Tenchi, hold down one of his hands.  I’m going to cut it off.” 
 
    Suddenly the panther-like wielder began to shrink under Valin’s gaze.  He hadn’t expected such focused rage from the arcane thief.  Honestly, Valin hadn’t even expected it out of himself.  But after all the turmoil he’d seen here, after what the tower had already put him through...  well, he was learning just what such powerful emotions could do for him. 
 
    Tenchi warily stepped forward and reached for Black Claw’s arm, but the wielder let out a defensive growl.  “He’s behind the door!  But wait, you-“ 
 
    Valin didn’t bother listening to anything else the panther man had to say, instead opting to shove his mana spike into the man’s neck.  Then he tossed the fool aside and began to pry open the door... 
 
    And quite suddenly, he wanted to scream. 
 
    Standing there on the far side of the chamber was a black-eyed wielder holding some sort of strange bladed device.  And next to him... Valin swallowed hard as he processed the image.  Next to him was the lifeless body of Rori.  The twin looked as though his life force had been drained.  His eyes were sunken in, his lips were cracked and his skin was a ghostly pale, save for the crimson stain running down the puncture in his neck.  The whole sight, it was depraved.  It was cruel.  It was wrong.  It was...  it was him. 
 
    Suddenly Valin’s eyes locked on to the man standing next to Rori’s body, the one responsible for taking his life.  He was going to pay. 
 
    Without dropping his gaze the arcane thief reached behind him and slowly pulled the door shut, sealing the room with just he and the black-eyed wielder inside. 
 
    “Wha-what are you doing?” the man asked, lifting his bladed scepter in a defensive position.  According to the information in Valin’s vision, the man’s name was Null and his signet was that of the Blackout Visage.  But that didn’t matter, not to Valin.  He could’ve been god damned Helion himself...  Valin was still going to tear him limb from limb. 
 
    Slowly, the arcane thief began to move forward, stalking down Null as if he were his prey.  The black-eyed wielder began to step backward, a clear and obvious fear in his expression.  There was just something unsettling about Valin’s gaze, like an unwritten promise of death... 
 
    A promise Valin intended to deliver. 
 
    As Valin grew close, Null’s eyes began to glow as he activated his signet.  His power, the blackout visage, was a rather simple one.  Anyone caught in Null’s gaze was immediately cut off from their power... a blackout effect, so to speak.  The ability was most effective in team-based environments, especially when Null was able to seek out the strongest enemy combatant and disable his power.  But one on one, it was more useful at leveling the playing field than anything else. 
 
    The bastard didn’t have a chance. 
 
    The second Null’s gaze hit Valin, he knew exactly what happened.  He felt his mana gates close, his psionic powers dim and heard the spell orb hovering behind him clang to the ground.    And yet, he didn’t halt his approach.  Not one bit. 
 
    “Take one step closer and I’ll drain you like I did him,” Null warned, gearing himself up for a fight. 
 
    Valin narrowed his gaze.  “You’ll try.” 
 
    Suddenly Null lunged forward, gripping the soul scepter with both hands as he aimed the bladed end at Valin’s chest.  Moving with surprising agility, the arcane thief reached up and caught the blow mid-strike, stopping the blade just inches from his flesh. 
 
    With a quick jerk, Valin twisted the man’s wrists, shifting the bladed scepter until it was parallel to his chest.  Then he snapped his head forward, smashing his forehead into Null’s face and crunching his nose. 
 
    Suddenly desperate, Null released the scepter with one hand and threw an errant punch, snapping Valin’s head back and drawing a line of blood from his lip.  However, it did little to slow the arcane thief’s assault. 
 
    A second headbutt left Null’s legs wobbly, and a follow-up punch put the wielder on the floor.  Valin didn’t pounce though.  Instead, he moved with conviction, with purpose, stalking the man down before raining down another strike on Null’s face. 
 
    The two struggled for several seconds as the blackout wielder tried to force Valin away, kicking at him before he attempted to use the wall to rise to his feet.  Valin merely fought through it though, delivering a vicious knee into Null’s diaphragm followed by a right cross to the chin. 
 
    Finally Null began to wilt, desperately trying to cover up as Valin positioned himself over the man once more.  But unfortunately for the Blackout wielder, the arcane thief would not be denied. 
 
    Punch after punch began to rain down on the man, breaking through his defenses and bludgeoning his face, breaking him down until he was unable to fight back.  Soon blood began to decorate the floor... blood mixed with the tears that had begun to fall from Valin’s eyes.  But he didn’t relent, not even after his powers had returned.  No, he wouldn’t relent until the life had burned out of his opponent’s eyes... 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kori sat on the cold stone floor and wept.  Despite the trials he’d faced in his life, never had he been wrapped so tightly in a cloak of devastation.  His brother.... his brother was dead.  And though his friends had arrived to rescue him, he was certain that a piece of his soul was never leaving this damned cave. 
 
    Since birth, the twins had never been separated.  In truth, they were one, and Kori wasn’t certain if he could function without his kin.  Honestly, he wasn’t sure if it was even possible.  How could he go on... a torn half of a destroyed tapestry. 
 
    Kori shifted silently, paralyzed by his emotions as he felt the presence of Tenchi and the fox girl join him on either side.  Tenchi sat in a meditative posture and the fox girl sat propped up on her knees.  The trio were positioned in front of the door that Valin had entered, a door that still remained sealed shut. 
 
    Initially the fox girl, Alana had wanted to go in there with Valin, but Tenchi had stopped her.  “This is his trial to face” he had said, speaking as if he possessed some sort of profound wisdom.  But she had listened...  And so they sat, waiting as terrible, horrible noises echoed from within the walls. 
 
    After a few moments the sounds faded and a few moments after that the door creaked open...  then Valin re-emerged.  His knuckles were torn and bloodied and his eyes were red and wet with tears.  A cig hung slack in his mouth and a strange artifact dangled loosely in his grasp, a bladed scepter with a glowing orb attached to its end. 
 
    Kori watched as Valin trudged forward and plucked the glowing orb off the scepter.  He watched as the arcane thief reached forward and placed it in his palms.  Suddenly, Kori felt a swell of emotions stronger than he’d ever felt before.  It... it felt like a small piece of what he’d lost was sitting in the palm of his hands. 
 
    “It's a life force orb,” Valin muttered, his voice cracked and raw.  “Your brother’s life force orb.” 
 
    Immediately any words that Kori had were lost as he cradled the orb into his chest.  He’d never be whole again with Rori gone, but this orb... this was the closest thing he’d ever have to reclaiming what was lost. 
 
    As the others rose, Kori pressed the life orb into his chest, absorbing the power into his ascension core.  An instant later he felt a flood of power circulate through his body, a familiar feeling that once walked at his side.  This day would live on as the worst in his existence, but for now, a piece of Rori had returned home... nestled within his soul. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The Underground 
 
      
 
    “This place is lame.”   
 
    Azyr’s words echoed across the vacant shore as she paced across the far end of the island, hands placed firmly on her hips.  It hadn’t taken long for her, Ron and Zefara to clear the isle.  In fact, the only enemies they’d encountered were more of those damn drogs, and those beasts were far too slow to pose a true threat, at last to her.   
 
    “There’s clearly more to these islands than meets the eye,” Zefara said, dropping to a knee and running two of her blue-skinned fingers through the sand.  “Such is the way of the tower.”   
 
    Azyr sighed.  “And I suppose the otherworldly knowledge granted by your priesthood will help lead us in the right direction?” 
 
    Zefara turned and shot Azyr a coy smile.  “Perhaps.”  Suddenly, her lavender eyes began to glow a bright violet as she scanned the area with her steadfast gaze.  “My people call this the Soul Stare.  With it, I can catch a glimpse of the spirits in the area, both living and dead.  It should help point us in the proper direction...” 
 
    Azyr arched her brow and Ron gasped.  “Damn cher, where’d you find that nifty little ability.  I don’t recall seein it in any of the shops.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s a racial trait,” Zefara replied calmly.  “It was something I was taught far before I entered the tower, not something you can simply purchase from the shop.” 
 
    Ron slumped his shoulders.  “I didn’t get any racial abilities...” 
 
    Several seconds passed as Zefara scanned the area with her soul stare, tirelessly searching for any signs of life.  And she wouldn’t have found any... that is until she dipped her head in frustration.   
 
    “Ah, there we are,” the war priestess said, smiling as she stared into the ground.  “Our path lies beneath the surface.” 
 
    “Of all the damned places,” Azyr muttered.  “It would be just like them to tease us with an island view then force us underground.” 
 
    Ron gave her a pat on the back.  “Who knows cher, maybe the view will be nice down there too.” 
 
    Azyr merely shot him a glare before taking a final glance at the sun’s glow radiating off the rolling waves.  By the gods, was she ever growing sick of caves. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Valin’s group may have found their way underground through circumstance, and Zefara’s group was led beneath the surface through the use of her racial ability.  But for Lariot and his crew, the path below was revealed through perhaps one of the greatest assets of all... Ku’thar’s nose. 
 
    “Well done, noble lizard!” Lariot said in an overly cheery tone, following closely behind the lizardling as they headed down the darkened path.  Ku’thar merely replied with a snarl. 
 
    The trio hadn’t taken long to locate the trail below, a subterranean path located deep within a thicket of glass-like vegetation.  However, once they’d made it below ground their situation had quickly changed. 
 
    In front of them were what appeared to be four intersecting paths, each leading a different direction.  More importantly, two of the winding paths offered Ku’thar’s enhanced senses two very distinct smells.  The first was a smell of blood and anguish tinged with a familiarity he couldn’t quite put his scaly finger on.  And the other... well, the other was something far more exotic, something ancient. 
 
    Lariot leaned in as Ku’thar focused, nearly placing his chin on the lizardling’s shoulder.  “Tell us, what does that majestic snout of yours say.” 
 
    Ku’thar rolled his eyes.  “One direction likely offers danger, and the other... perhaps treasure?  It’s hard to say.  I would recommend-“ 
 
    “I say we vote!” Lariot interjected in an overly enthusiastic tone.  “What say you two?” 
 
    Ku’thar sighed yet again.  However, Shiro, who had been mostly quiet, merely pressed past the pair and began heading down the nearest path.  “For a knight, you sure are ridiculous.  Now c’mon...” 
 
    Ku’thar’s sigh quickly morphed into a smile as he began to follow along, leaving Lariot standing alone with his hands on his hips.  The ravenous knight narrowed his eyes, standing in place for several seconds before eventually dropping his guide and following along.   
 
    He’d chosen these two to join him because they were perhaps the strongest-willed individuals in their faction.  They were the type to make their own decisions, and damn what the rest of the faction thought.  However, if their situation grew dire he knew he’d also be able to count on their blades to land true. 
 
    Moments passed as the trio made their way down the darkened tunnel, the void of silence filled only by the trudge of their boots.   However, it wasn’t long before the tunnel began to widen, opening up to reveal what truly lied beneath.  
 
    “By the gods...” 
 
    That’s all Lariot could muster as he stood at the edge of the tunnel, gazing at the massive cavern that lied below.  Dozens of giant diamond stalks rose from the stony ground, extending into the ceiling above and creating rows upon rows of shimmering columns.  It was as if these shimmering pillars were roots to the crystalline vegetation that grew above. 
 
    At the base of each diamond stalk was a myriad of multi-colored crystals, each radiating its own unique power as it twisted from the ground like growing vines.  And surrounding those...  Lariot gasped.  Surrounding the miraculous crystalline vines were men and women that looked far too close to human.  Their skin was pale from lack of sunlight and their limbs were connected by long, iron chains.  Some of them held mining picks in their calloused hands, and others lofted pieces of glowing crystal into sturdy wooden carts. 
 
    “They’re slaves,” Shiro spat, clearly unsettled by the sight. 
 
    Ku’thar nodded.  “And there’s the slave masters...” 
 
    Lariot’s gaze shifted further into the cavern until he spotted the creatures in question.  They looked remarkably close to the drogaust, yet they were slightly different... sleeker, stronger, and with a gleam of higher intelligence in their eyes.  Oh, and they were also wielding diamond-tipped spears. 
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    Creature:  Drogaust Overseer 
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    “This is... not good,” Lariot said, keeping his voice low as he processed the situation.  “Perhaps we should fall back and return with reinforcements.” 
 
    Shiro scoffed.  “And leave those people to rot?  I can’t believe you call yourself a knight...” 
 
    Lariot’s gaze immediately hardened and his fearsome aura quickly returned.  “I am as certain a knight as you are a fool!  Those people are creations of the tower.  They are only part of the great test.” 
 
    “And you think leaving them to their fate would earn you a passing grade?” Shiro replied, clearly agitated by the sight below.  “When my father, the Black King found out that one of his dukes was promoting slavery on his land, he burned the man’s territories to the ground.” 
 
    Lariot’s hardened expression slowly morphed into a grin as he considered Shiro’s words.  That bastard, as prideful as he was, had a point.  And it was clear that when that man had a point, he’d die before letting it go. 
 
    “Very well,” Lariot said.  “Prepare yourselves, gentlemen.  It’s time to do some liberating.” 
 
    For the first time that the knight could remember, Shiro returned his grin with one of his own.  Of course, it was only suitable that the moment was interrupted by a sudden disturbance from below. 
 
    All three wielders immediately turned and peered down into the cave, watching as another group of tower adventurers charged in from an entrance on the cavern’s western side.  Leading the charge was a  burly, bearded wielder with an oversized axe hoisted above his head.  Following closely behind were a trio of woman, one with skin made of stone, one floating through the air with a pair of curved sabers, and the other wielding a whip made of lightning.  Together, the foursome charged into the cavern’s center, drawing the attention of the drog overseers and immediately causing mayhem. 
 
    Perfect timing. 
 
    Ku’thar and Shiro gave each other a nod and Lariot unsheathed his green-black blade.  Then the trio vaulted forward and began sliding down the cavern’s sloping wall.  As they reached the floor of the cave, Lariot immediately began to wave at the enslaved humanoids, signaling them to his side.  And yet, none of them would move...  Of course, just a few seconds later the knight realized why. 
 
    Descending from the far side of the diamond pillars were more of the elite drogaust, their bodies strapped into thick black ropes that allowed them to descend at a rapid pace.  From the looks of it, the drogs were using some sort of pulley system to harvest crystals from higher points on the diamond pillars... a system that also conveniently gave them an aerial advantage.  But no matter.  They’d fall to a blade all the same. 
 
    As the first drog descended, Lariot made a quick sidestep, narrowly dodging a thrust from one of the crystalline spears.  In the same instant, the knight swung his green-black blade, using all of his strength to slam the weapon into the creature’s side 
 
    Blood and ichor sprayed from the creature’s wound but Lariot paid it no heed, instead yanking the blade free and following up with an even more brutal strike.  The exotic metal of his mighty blade passed through the drog’s neck, lopping off the creature’s head as the rest of its body fell lifeless to the floor.   
 
    Lariot reached a hand out and began to channel mana into his signet, a symbol depicting a blade surrounded by three shimmering drops of blood.  An instant later, the drog’s energy was siphoned into the man, giving him an immeasurable boost in strength.  A smirk found its way to his face as his hand returned to the hilt of his blade... 
 
    It was time to carve these creatures up. 
 
    To Lariot’s left, Shiro had begun a skirmish of his own, though his combat methods were growing a bit... unsettling.  Rather than rely on his signet or even draw his blade, the whiplash blader merely reached out with his shadowy appendage, taking aim at the nearest drog overseer.  The limb quickly changed forms as it extended towards the creature, expanding, swirling around the beast until it was completely sealed in a jet black prison.  Shiro clenched his teeth and a second later the shadow prison contracted, snuffing out the life out of the drog inside before returning to its original form. 
 
    An unsettling technique, but an undoubtedly effective one. 
 
    At the ravenous knight’s flank, Ku’thar had also fallen into a battle of his own.  But unlike Shiro, the lizardkin immediately went to work activating his mighty signet’s power. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Signet: Scourge Walker 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Eldritch power surrounded Ku’thar like an aura of violet light, causing the lizardkin’s scales to gleam under the deadly light.  The signet of the scourge Walker was one of the most volatile wielder signets.  When activated, it converted Ku’thar’s mana into dark eldritch power, allowing him to wield the energy as a weapon and eradicate his foes.  Unfortunately, there was one significant drawback.  While channeling eldritch power through his body, Ku’thars mana gates burned as if Hellfire were passing through them.  It was an intense pain, but a pain that he re-directed right back at his enemies. 
 
    As the nearest drog overseer charged at Ku’thar, the scourge Walker drew on some of that eldritch power and launched it at the creature, molding it into a mighty palm blast that blew the drog off its feet.  Before the overseer could rise, the scourge Walker leapt forward, planting his hand on the creature’s chest and willing another pulse of eldritch power forth.  Seconds later, the light in the creature’s eyes went out as the violet energy burned a hole through its flesh. 
 
    Lariot grinned as he spied his companions dispatch their foes, systematically clearing out the surrounding slavers as they began to work their way through the cave.  At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before they liberated the entire mining facility...  At least, that’s what he thought.  However, a sudden guttural roar had his opinion quickly shifting.   
 
    Suddenly wracked with a supernatural fear, Lariot watched as a massive, silver-scaled monstrosity burst through the far wall, its pale eyes filled with rage.  Screams echoed through the chamber as wielder and slave alike began to flee, trying to put distance between themself and the draconic serpent that has just made its presence known.  And though it appeared that they would have no way to fell such a terrifying beast, at least Lariot could take solace in the fact that he was right about one thing... they definitely should’ve fallen back for reinforcements. 
 
    

  

 
   
    From the journals of the arcane thief… 
 
      
 
    Every floor I visited on the damn tower seemed to change me in some way.  Some taught important lessons, some provided unforgettable memories, and some left scars that would never quite heal… 
 
    Floor three managed to do a little bit of everything, but mostly it taught me both the power and futility that lied within my rage.  Ya see, I’d never been an overly angry person.  Especially not during my time on Earth.  But when Rori was taken from me under my watch, when he was slain like a coward in a cage… it just made something inside of me snap.  And that sudden powerful anger, I would soon find, would bring me both strength and sorrow….  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 10 
 
    The Silver Shell 
 
      
 
    Silence filled the empty tunnel as Valin and the others stalked down the stone path, their bodies worn and their emotions frayed.  Though they had been on the outlying island for hours, it felt like it had been ages.   
 
    Part of him wanted to head back through the hole they’d created and trudge back to Haven, to regroup and mourn their loss.  Then there was the other part of him, the part that he was listening to.  The part that wanted to find that bastard shadowbeast tamer and make him pay.  
 
    Valin’s thoughts shifted back to the tavern where the crimson horned man had bumped into him the night previous.  If he had known then that the bastard was scoping them out, he’d have finished him off before he ever got his filthy hands on the twins. 
 
    It was damn infuriating! 
 
    As they made their way through the darkened path, Valin took a quick glance behind him.  Immediately his gaze shifted to Kori, who took up the rear of their small group.  Of all of them there, he had been through the most.  In fact, the small-statured wielder had said little more than identifying his attackers.  And after that, he merely went silent.  Now he just trudged along, his sullen gaze fixated on his chest where the orb Valin had given him was absorbed.   
 
    Thankfully, Tenchi and Alana seemed to be faring somewhat better.  The rosegold reaver was more than likely the most physically worn of the group, but he was also the type of person to wear his battle damage as a source of pride.  In contrast, Alana seemed the freshest out of them all, with few physical wounds to speak of.  In fact, she didn’t even seem all that bothered by the death of Turk, her supposed companion.  Of course, she may have well been hiding it for all Valin knew. 
 
    “Are you... ok?” he asked, trying to set aside his own fiery emotions for a second.  
 
    Alana merely shrugged.  “Well enough..”  She paused for a second as if to consider the question, then continued.  “In Firaga, the realm that I’m from, death and companionship are far more fluid.  You guys all seem to take everything so serious, but there... well, it’s just different.  Lovers come and go, people pass on... it's all part of the cycle of life, ya know?” 
 
    Valin’s brow furrowed as he continued down the tunnel.  “So you aren’t... saddened?”  It seemed so odd for him for someone to be so… detached from such powerful emotions.  And yet, he couldn’t help but imagine how freeing that must’ve been. 
 
    Alana shrugged again.  “I mean, I feel bad for Turk and your friend there, but they’re not really gone.  They’ve just moved on to the next stage in the great cycle of life, and if the gods will it then maybe I’ll meet them again.  I guess growing up a nomad you kinda start to see the world a different way, ya know?  Er, maybe it is a bit strange, but...” 
 
    “No, I’m actually kinda envious,” Valin said, shoving his hands into his pockets as he gave the fox wielder a reassuring glance.  “Honestly, it sounds like your built for this kinda place...” 
 
    Alana reciprocated his look with a soft smile before taking a step closer, pressing her shoulder into his as they continued down the path.  It was actually rather comforting, considering all the turmoil he’d been through today, though he did feel a tinge of guilt in Azyr’s absence. 
 
    Just a tinge, though. 
 
    Silence began to creep its way back into the party as the group followed a few twists and turns, precarious about what may be lying ahead.  However, that silence was quickly evaporated by the sound of some sort of monstrous roar. 
 
    “What in Helion’s great tower was that?” Tenchi spat, his golden eyes going wide.  Kori merely let out a whimper and Alana’s muscles tensed as fiery mana began to pass through her gates. 
 
    It sounds distant,” Valin said, squinting as he tried to see further down the tunnel.  That was actually a bit worrisome, considering the roar itself seemed to rattle some of the loose stones that laid at his feet. 
 
    “Are we prepared to fight something like that?” Tenchi asked.  “Given our... current state.” 
 
    Valin was about to muster a response, but then he noticed something in the distance, something moving in the blackness just beyond the edge of his vision.  Immediately, the arcane thief went on guard,  but seconds later the figure emerged and his tension began to fade. 
 
    Stumbling towards him was a pale humanoid figure in shredded clothing.  On his arms he dragged the chains from broken shackles and on his eyes he carried the weight of a life that was no longer his own.  This man, whoever he was, must’ve been some sort of slave or prisoner.  And by the looks of it, he was trying to make a run at freedom. 
 
    “You!  Hey, come ‘ere!” Valin shouted, motioning the emaciated fellow over. 
 
    The man seemed reluctant at first, but with little in the way of options he opted to stumble towards Valin. 
 
    “P-pleeease,” he pleaded, falling forward as his hands found Valin’s blue overcoat.  “Help us.” 
 
    Valin’s gaze widened and that awful feeling in his heart began to return.  “Us?  Wait, wait, who the Hell did this to you?  Was it the man with the shadow beasts?!  Did he get you too?” 
 
    The slave shook his head.  “No.  It was.-“ He coughed, trying to force out the words.  “It was those damned monsters from the tower!” 
 
    Valin’s brow furrowed.  “So… you're a wielder?  Just how long have you been stuck on this floor?”  It was odd, considering the man was absent of any signets.  But he’d already seen stranger things in this place. 
 
    Once again the man shook his head.  “No, I’m not one of you magician types.  I lived on these islands.  But that mad god creature, Helion.  He ripped a piece of my world away and forged it into his tower.  He filled my islands with these terrible creatures that enslaved us, all for some blasted tournament or game.  Every time a group of you lot comes and saves us, he sends different beasties in to drag us back down into the mines, or maim us, or whatever else he or his tower masters decide.  It’s like a never-ending game.  And all for that damned tower..” 
 
    “W-what...” was all that Valin could muster as he tried to process the words coming out of the feeble man’s mouth.  These people, these creatures that he’d encountered.... they weren’t all creations of the tower?!  How many innocent lives had been taken for the sake of the climb?  And what happened when they perished?  Did this benevolent god Helion just replenish his tower with more innocent souls?  His mind began to ache as he tried to realize the scope of it all.  
 
    “This is insanity...” the arcane thief muttered, suddenly, feeling far worse than he had just moments ago.  “This is...” 
 
    “All part of the great cycle,” Alana interjected, displaying a strange calmness to her voice.  Slowly, she ran a hand across Valin’s back as her gaze flickered from him to the pale man.  “Are there more of you?” 
 
    The man nodded.  “Th-there are many.  Others came to free us but the great beast arrived and...” 
 
    Alana shot him a reassuring wink.  “Don’t sweat it.  We’ll give em a hand.” 
 
    Valin nodded in agreement, though only gods knew how effective they’d be.  He only prayed that he wasn’t dragging his companions to further demise. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Valin and the others to reach the mouth of the tunnel, though the roars echoing through the stone walls made them second guess every step.  As they approached, the arcane thief took a quick stock of his weapons, fearing he may need every last item he had if they were going to survive what lied ahead. 
 
    In his right hand he held the mana spike, which luckily still had a wealth of mana available for him to use.  His icy buckler remained strapped to his left arm, and slung across his back was his newest addition... the soul scepter.  He still hadn’t quite worked out the details of the item, but he understood the potential advantage siphoning an enemy’s strength offered.  He’d figure it out, eventually. 
 
    Tucked into one of his belt pouches, Valin also possessed the juggernaut gem.  And if needed, he had the spell orb floating nearby, carefully propped up by a constant psychic push.  Perhaps he was more prepared than he realized...  well, at least that’s what he thought before a sound caught his ear. 
 
    As he forged ahead, Valin heard a noise at his flank, a scraping sound like claw on stone.  He turned only to notice a creature in the distance, a thin, fleshy-looking beast that clung to the celling like a parasite. 
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    Creature: Cave Reaper 
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    Upon meeting Valin’s gaze, the creature scurried back into the darkness, along with any opportunity he had to slay it and claim his contract.   
 
    “Daaaaamnit,” Valin growled, unable to hide his anger as he watched a literal pile of zinny slink away.  His tune quickly changed though as he returned his attention to the cave ahead and the much, much larger problem. 
 
    As he stepped into the mouth of the cave, another blood-curdling roar found his ears, causing a wave of supernatural fear to assault his confidence.  The creature in front of them was massive, a twisting blue serpent with a maw large enough to swallow him whole and claws long enough to make his mana spike look meek.  Even more fascinating though was the silver shell floating above its back, attached to its body by what appeared to be a roaring storm cloud.   
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Auroghast the Silver Shell, King of the Drogaust 
 
    Floor Boss 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    By the gods, how long had they been walking?  Had... had they really stumbled on the end of the floor?!  He hadn’t even fulfilled his gods damned contract! 
 
    In no way did Valin feel that they were ready for this, but did that really matter?  No, they were here now, forced to deal with the monstrosity tearing through the cave decorated with pillars of crystal.  And for better or worse, they weren’t alone... 
 
    “Watch my flank!”  Lariot’s cries echoed through the chamber as he hoisted his green-black blade into the air, his green eyes glowing with the power of his ravenous signet.  At his feet were the bodies of several thin-looking drogs, as well as the half-eaten corpses of a few wielders he didn’t recognize.  At his back were the battle-worn pair of Shiro and Ku’thar, each of them dropping into a defensive stance as Auroghast lifted his head like a serpent ready to strike.  And beyond them... 
 
    Valin’s eyes widened as he saw dozens of other wielders flood in from different openings inside the massive cave, dashing past the remaining slaves as they fled through those same openings.  Those roars, as mighty as they were, had acted as a signal, a beacon, drawing in wielders around the area just as they did him.   
 
    This was it then.  It was go time. 
 
    Drawing mana in from his dagger, Valin leapt into the cavern and made his charge toward the towering beast.  Given the size of the serpent, his plan of attack was pretty simple.  He and the others would adopt a scorched earth strategy and throw everything he had at the damn thing, overwhelming it with numbers.  Sure, it seemed simple but it was going to work...  It had to. 
 
    A mere moment later he found that indeed it did not. 
 
    An array of light filled the cavern as wielder techniques began to crash into the serpentine floor boss.  A jagged spire of rock was launched from a woman with skin made of stone.  A ball of icy blue flame danced out of a tall wielder’s flute and swept over the creature’s midsection.  Even a bolt of shadowy energy from Shiro himself came spiraling in like an arrow carved from an endless night. 
 
    Unfortunately, as Valin closed the distance a very alarming realization came to him.  That floating silver shield elevated by storm clouds was not stationary...  No, it was moving across the serpent’s body, absorbing the strongest blows and warding off any large area blasts.  That left its head free to attack at will, biting at Lariot and the others without fear of a counter.  They were up against a foe that could both defend and attack at the same time... a double threat. 
 
    How lovely. 
 
    As he entered melee range, Valin activated his signet and quickly forged a mana tail, empowering it with enough strength to leave a mark.  Unfortunately, the storm shield shifted in at the last possible second, warding away his blow and reflecting a bit of his power back at him. 
 
    Skidding back on his heels, Valin quickly reset his stance.  However, he spied a figure dash past his flank, an armored knight covered in ichor and blood.  “Nice of you to join us, Valin!” Lariot shouted, using his shoulder to hoist his oversized blade.  “But I would suggest falling back!” 
 
    A breath later, Auraghast spun its head around and snapped its mighty maw, forcing the arcane thief to scramble away for his life.  Shiro leapt in and tried to avert the beast but the creature merely chomped through his spiraling shadows, forcing the blader to scale one of the diamond pillars in retreat.  Even Tenchi, with his mana reserves near empty, attempted to land a blow on the floor boss.  Unfortunately, it’s whip-like tail sent the man skidding across the stone in a rather violent fashion, crashing into the multi-colored crystal vines and creating a brilliant shower of shards. 
 
    The dance continued for several moments as Valin and the other took jabs at the beast, attempting to pierce its storm shield before falling back from its snapping maw.  As the creature turned its attention to one of the other battling parties, Valin’s gaze flickered over to Alana who had been agile enough to remain unscathed.  With a quick nod, the pair made a silent arrangement, then the two dashed forward as they began a two-pronged attack.   
 
    Fire swirled around Alana’s form as Valin poured mana through his own mana gates, drawing on his energy for a potential blood rage strike.  Together the two moved in tandem, flowing like the double-edged blade of a master swordsman.  Perhaps if they both struck at the same time then the shield would have to choose, leaving one of them open to- 
 
    “Look out!”  
 
    A voice rang out over the sound of battle as the serpent shifted, sliding its body out of harm’s way before redirecting its next attack at Alana.  Its maw opened wide, revealing rows of teeth sharp enough to shred her in seconds.   
 
    With unparalleled speed, the floor boss snapped forward like a snake, using its momentum to swallow Alana whole... but she wasn’t there.  At the very last instant, Valin leapt in and shoved her aside, forcing her to the ground as the creature’s mouth closed in around him. 
 
    And very suddenly, all went black. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11 
 
    The Serpent’s Barrow 
 
      
 
    As Azyr entered the diamond-filled cavern, her eyes were met with a rather horrific sight.  There, at the center of the cavern was a massive serpentine beast, its body protected by a floating shell fused to its scales body by storm clouds.  Dozens and dozen of other humanoids were scattered around the cave, some dead, some fleeing, and some still fighting to drive back the enormous beast.  What horrified her most though was not the wonton carnage.  No, she’d witnessed plenty of battles before on her home realm.  What troubled her was the creature’s target. 
 
    Charging at the beast’s side were Valin and that damned fox girl, working in unison like she and him had done in the floors before.  Only, they weren’t going to make it.  To her horror, the serpent snapped its head around, sweeping its jaws across the stone floor as it sought to eat the fox girl hole.  And then came Valin...  That stupid heroic fool jumped in front of her, allowing himself to be devoured to spare her damned miserable fox-tailed life. 
 
    Azyr felt waves of fury and sadness wash over her as she watched the sequence play out.  Just what in the Hells did he think he was doing, sacrificing himself for another mate?!  She wanted to kill him.  She wanted to kill the serpent and the fox girl.  By the gods, she just wanted to kill! 
 
    Drawing her blade, the lightning fencer leapt down from her perch and launched herself at the floor boss, any regard for her own safety now long gone from her thoughts.  Zefara followed in her shadow as Ron unholstered his rifle, taking aim from afar.  That was fine... he could fire away at the beast from there.  She wanted to be covered in its blood. 
 
     Azyr drew on her wind attunement as she glided across the cavern, vaulting from one diamond pillar to another as her eyes scanned over her enormous foe.  She watched as the creature used its serpentine body to knock Alana and its other attackers away before turning to face her.   
 
    Locking eyes with the beast, Azyr channeled her signet until her blade glowed white hot like a bolt of lightning.  This was it.  When the creature opened its mouth, she’d cut out its tongue out and more... 
 
    Except, her chance never came. 
 
    Auraghast seemed to stutter in its movements, keeping its mouth clenched shut.  Azyr opted to dash in anyways and slam her blade home, leaving a scorched gash across the side of its snout.  Immediately, the floor boss reeled, lifting its head out of harm's way as its storm shield continued to spin, protecting the rest of its body. 
 
    “You surely don’t fear me, beast!” Azyr roared, lifting her lightning blade as Zefara joined at her side. 
 
    “No, that isn’t it,” Zefara said, peering past the beast’s flesh with her soul gaze.  “Look.” 
 
    The serpent’s eyes widened as if something had taken it by surprise, an expression that had yet to be seen on the massive beast.  And then an instant later... 
 
    SKKKRRRRTT! 
 
    The floor beast flailed as a giant hole was torn in its neck, causing luminous violet blood to spray across the cavern.  Seconds later, a figure emerged from the gaping wound, a heavily armored figure completely soaked in blood and gore. 
 
    Valin in his juggernaut form had emerged. 
 
    “Val!” Azyr yelled, her voice filled with a renewed hope as the sight of the thief began to resonate. 
 
    His gaze flickered over to her for the briefest of seconds, eyes widening before quickly returning to a resolute stare.  “Now’s our chance!” he growled, speaking more to the surrounding wielders than just her.  “Give it everything you got!” 
 
    Sensing the impending danger, the floor boss began to spin its serpentine body rapidly, sending shards of crystal in every direction and staving off Valin and its other foes.  A breath later, the creature used its growing momentum to fling itself back into the hole it had created earlier, retreating into its barrow. 
 
    Valin began to follow but Azyr used her wind attunement to dash forward and grab his arm, slowing his pursuit as his veil of the juggernaut began to fade.  “You good?” She asked, sensing a change in the wielder’s demeanor. 
 
    He nodded, gently pulling his arm free before gesturing towards the far opening.  “Let’s just finish this.” 
 
    Not one to coddle, Azyr followed his lead and charged into the barrow, joining the ranks of those who were left and willing to fight.  As Valin would likely say, it was time to put an end to this. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As Valin entered Auraghast’s barrow, he felt more desperate than ever to slay the damned beast.  Despite his earlier reservations, he just wanted to be rid of this floor, to put everything that had happened behind him.  Damn his contracts and further exploration, they’d catch up on floor four!   
 
    Pushing aside his feelings, the wielder took in the sight before him.  It appeared the serpentine floor boss had dug itself a rather roomy nest, its floor littered with multicolored gems and the bones of countless creatures.  On the ceiling and walls were several different natural holes, likely tunnels used by the creature to travel throughout the island.  They’d have to do well not to let the beast escape,  not after he’d finally managed to wound the damn thing. 
 
    Drawing his mana spike, Valin and at least a dozen other wielders charged at the wounded floor boss.  The arcane thief circled to the creature’s left with Azyr and Lariot in his shadow as Zefara cut to its far side, channeling mana into her next technique.   
 
    As the two groups closed in, Shiro and Ku’thar met the beast head-on, drawing its attention.  First came a blast of eldritch power from the lizard kin’s scaly hands.   The technique wasn’t strong no enough to break through its defenses, but it did distract the creature long enough for Shiro to land his blow. 
 
    Following Ku’thar’s lead, the whiplash blader extended his shadowy appendage forward, willing it to grow in size until it wrapped around the entirety of Auraghast’s maw.  From the strain on the man’s face, it didn’t look like he would be able to hold it for long, but perhaps it was just the opening they needed! 
 
    Zefara and was the next to strike, coming to blows with the creature just a second after Shiro.  Drawing on the ancestral power of her war priestess signet, Zefara launched a mighty translucent punch at the beast, an attack that proved strong enough to draw the attention of the creature’s storm shield. 
 
    That left its opposite side ripe for the taking. 
 
    Taking aim with their blades, the trio of Valin, Azyr and Lariot struck once, twice, three times, gashing the serpent’s flesh with each subsequent blow!  A flurry of techniques followed as the remaining wielders buffeted the creature with whatever they had left.  Even Kori, who had remained sidelined for nearly the entire skirmish managed to muster a spark of elemental power and launch it at the serpent.  They were going to do it.  They were- 
 
    Auraghast the Silver Shell rose up like a snake, tearing free its bindings before unleashing an ear-piercing screech. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Elite Skill: Debilitating Roar 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    For the briefest of seconds, the barrow fell still as Valin and the others reached for their ears, stunned by a pain so immense that many were left shaking.  An instant later, the floor boss swept its tale across the floor, clearing away its attackers as it began to coil into the far wall. 
 
    “It’s going to flee!” Lariot roared, trying to reach for his sword as the pain in his head continued to throb.  
 
    Valin nodded and tried to rise himself, but felt his knees buckle as the effects of the stun continued to lay waste to his balance.  For a second it felt like this encounter was over.  The floor boss would escape and they’d be forced to regroup and begin their search anew.  Sure, they’d be able to build up their strength for a second encounter.  But then he’d be forced to live with what happened in the tunnels all the more longer.  This place was madness! 
 
    Then, as was the way of things in the gods damned tower... something unexpected happened. 
 
    “Wrangle it up, boys!” an unfamiliar voice shouted from just beyond Valin’s sight, followed by the echo of boots... many, many boots. 
 
    As Valin rose to a knee, he caught a glimpse of close to twenty ragtag wielders entering the barrow, all of them with weapons drawn or skills at the ready.  Worse though, was the fact that every single one of them wore an emblem near their shoulder, a symbol depicting three black-tipped arrows... the symbol of the enigma hunters faction. 
 
    “Take this thing down.  We’re moving on,” the voice continued, clearly in command of this little brigade.  “And find my scepter.  One of these lowlife wielders has gotta have a hold of it.” 
 
    “Shit,” Valin muttered, realizing the item in question was likely the one he had strapped to his back.  Despite his shaky legs, he had to get out of there and fast.  
 
    Keeping his back to the battle, Valin half-walked, half-crawled his way to one of the large crystals on the outskirts of the barrow.  Taking care to remain hidden, the thief lifted his head above the crystal to get a glimpse of the action... 
 
    And what a glimpse it was. 
 
    The wielders of the enigma faction operated like a well-oiled machine, surrounding the floor boss without any signs of fear... fear or mercy.  Several of the wielders were armed with grappling hooks and took aim at the serpent’s storm shield, locking down the creature’s defenses.  The rest took aim at the beast’s wounded body, shredding its scaly flesh until its head began to dip.  By the gods, it was as if they’d trained to take this thing down from the getgo! 
 
    As some of the others found shelter or fled from Enigma, Valin‘a gaze remained locked on the sight before him.  There, walking between the Enigma wielders and making his way towards Auraghast was the man calling the shots. He was tall and thin yet seemed to command a power far beyond his stature.  Vertically slit eyes sat upon his face and platinum hair swayed as he walked.  Most fascinating though was the weapon slung across his back.  The item looked like an oar, though the intricate runes on its wooden blade and the extreme power it exuded told a very different story. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Garth Zeros 
 
    Wielder rank: 6 
 
    Signet: Ravager 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Despite the clear and present danger, Valin couldn’t help but watch as Garth stepped forward, meeting the floor boss eye to eye.  Then in a single violent motion, the ravager gripped his weapon in both hands and swung, completely destroying the bottom half of the serpent’s jaw. 
 
    Valin’s eyes widened as the creature crashed into the ground, the light in its eyes quickly dimming.  The man seemed wholly unfazed though, stepping forward and placing a boot on the serpent’s head. 
 
    “Has anyone found my scepter yet?” Garth shouted, eyes scanning the barrow with haste as essence began to float up from the fallen serpent.  It was then Valin noticed the other enigma hunters circling the barrow, heckling anyone foolish enough to stick around and battering those that didn’t comply. 
 
    Without speaking, the arcane thief shifted to his left, carefully making his way to the stone where Lariot and Azyr remained perched.  He’d nearly made it too... that is, until an all too familiar voice caught his ear.  The voice of none other than Zyrex, the damned shadowbeast tamer. 
 
    “Look man, they gotta be here somewhere.  No way they ran off with a weapon that powerful.” 
 
    Valin’s anger began to return like red hot fire as his gaze shifted to the red-horned wielder.  The crimson-skinned tamer stood nonchalantly next to Garth, wiping ichor from one of his tall black boots.  This had all started with this bastard... it started the day he scoped them out at the tavern.  And now... now Rori was dead.  These two…  Garth and Zyrex.  Even if they hadn’t wielded the weapon, they were just as much Rori’s killers as the man he’d slain! 
 
    “You bastard...” Valin growled as he rose from his cover, mana flaring through his channels as if a wildfire had been lit within his soul.  In the back of his mind, he knew that revealing himself was at the very top of the ‘list of worst things to do’.  And yet, for all his careful planning... 
 
    He couldn’t.  Hold.  Back. 
 
    “You bastaaard!” the arcane thief reiterated, drawing the attention of the entire barrow.  There were notifications popping up in his vision about the floor’s completion and untapped energy flowing into his ascension core but he pushed it all away, focusing only on Zyrex. 
 
    “Now, now,” the shadowbeast tamer replied, raising a crimson hand in jest.  “Why don’t we all calm down and you can hand over that-“. The wielder’s words were cut short as Valin’s spell orb slammed into him, unleashing a stored blood rage strike that blew the tamer off his feet. 
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    Elite Monster Skill:  Bloodrage Strike 
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    Garth took a quick glance down at Zyrex then immediately transfixed his gaze on Valin and the stolen scepter slung across his back.  His eyes narrowed and his mana flared, but rather than act the man uttered two simple words...  “Kill him.” 
 
    Suddenly, the surrounding enigma hunters began to descend on Valin’s location, no longer concerned with the serpent that lay dead at their feet.  Valin met their gaze with a little bravado of his own, lifting his shield as if he were about to deflect each and every attack.  But in truth, he knew he’d royally screwed up.  He’d compromised himself and quite possibly the party.  And quite soon, he’d be dead. 
 
    The first attack came in fast, an overhead strike from a glaive that glowed like starlight.  Luckily, he managed to deflect it away with his shield.  Unfortunately, his luck was running on empty and a follow-up throwing knife to his thigh found its mark, sending pain shooting all the way up his side. 
 
    With his body worn, his mana drained and his mana spike nearly empty, the arcane thief began to stumble.  However, a pair of hands around his waist managed to keep him upright. 
 
    The arcane thief wasn’t certain who it was, but someone had... grabbed him?  Yes, they had grabbed him and they were pulling him back.  Before he could turn his head a wall of light passed over Valin’s vision as he was pulled through a portal.  And then he was falling through an open sky bluer than he’d ever seen with a single message beginning to form in his vision... 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Welcome to Floor 4 
 
    ~~ 
 
    

  

 
   
    From the journals of the Arcane Thief 
 
    There was never a shortage of motivators in Helion’s tower.  Elite skills, legendary weapons, and all-powerful artifacts were almost always enough to make a wielder risk their life.  Sworn enemies though… now those were the types of motivators to really push someone to the next level… 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The wager 
 
      
 
    Zabadon Griswolder Errantheart watched with growing concern as his wielders dashed through the battle-scorched barrow, fleeing from floor three.  Initially, the tower master had high hopes for his group of wielders, especially after their excellent showing in the tower’s first trial.  But now... well, now his confidence had waned. 
 
    Floor three was one of the tower’s first expansive territories, a floor that allowed them to grow, forge alliances and prepare themselves for an even larger world ahead.   It was a blasted stepping stone.  But instead of stepping forward, his wielders had accidentally stumbled through the entire thing far quicker than what was ideal, losing one of their own and making themselves look foolish in the process.  Sure, his team had likely acquired the fox girl, a definite upgrade from one of those creepy twins.  But they still had so far to go... 
 
    Zabadon sighed.  Soon, his wielders would find out that floor four was an entirely different animal.  It was a floor ruled by factions, where opportunity was often dictated by those with the greatest numbers and the spoils of battle went to those in charge.  Sure, they could end up getting absorbed by one of the larger factions.  But then that would once again leave him with no wielders, starting over at floor one with a group of newbloods. 
 
    Oh, what a precarious position he was in. 
 
    As Zabadon leaned away from his extradimensional monitor, he felt a presence approaching at his flank.  Initially, he thought it might be Nelfana, but the energy he felt was far too great for that.  No, the one approaching him was someone far, far more annoying. 
 
    “Well, well, well, Zab ole friend.  It looks like some of our pawns might’ve had a bit of a scuffle.” 
 
    Slowly, the tower master turned in his chair, forcing the tiniest of smiles onto his flawless face.  The man who had approached him was another tower master, a being he’d shared a rivalry with for far too long, and someone he’d known much longer.  His body was far larger than Zabadon’s and was covered in bristly gray fur.  He sported a canine snout that was often displaying a toothy grin and pointed ears that always seemed to flicker whenever he was caught in a lie.  On his back, the hulking man sported an ancient war bow and on his chest, he wore a crest displaying three black-tipped arrows.  His name was Grixis Grenley, and he was the most insufferable tower master that Zabadon had ever known. 
 
    “Yes, it looks like they have become acquainted,” Zab replied, quietly rising from his seat as he searched for a way to exit the conversation.  Grixis was the tower master of those in the Enigma Hunters, a powerful faction that spammed multiple floors.  Normally, that wasn’t something that happened in the tower, but his faction had discovered a way to communicate between said floors, allowing them to recruit, farm items and ultimately build a team best suited to take on the floors above.  It was a fact that Grixis was quite proud of... and something he certainly would never let go. 
 
    “You know, I should apologize in advance,” Grixis said, sliding in front of Zabadon and forcing him to listen.  “But it looks like one of your wielders stole from my men.  I’m afraid... well, I’m just afraid they might not last too long on floor four.” 
 
    Zabadon straightened his posture and cut his eyes at his colleague.  “We’ll see.” 
 
    Grixis frowned.  “Now, now, don’t be angry Zabadon.  It’s not your fault that your wielders grew foolish so quickly.  I’m sure Helion will award you with a promising new team that you can-“ 
 
    “Enough,” Zabadon said, cutting the wolf-like tower master off.  “You will see that my wielders are more than capable of dispatching whoever gets in their way, even if it be your bloated squad.”  In truth, Zab was quite worried about Valin and the others, but he’d die before he conceded that fact to this overconfident hound. 
 
    Grixis let out a chuckle before stepping aside, allowing Zabadon a way past.  “Whatever you say old friend.  But please, just don’t take it personal when your team is... well, eradicated.” 
 
    Zabadon clenched his fists as his immense pride lit a fire inside of him.  But of that fire was not born anger, but an idea... a last-ditch effort to preserve his team’s fragile little existence.  “You know what, Grixis?  I’m certain that my wielders could take on any opponent your group has to offer.” 
 
    Grixis raised his brow.  “Is that so?  Care to make a wager?” 
 
    Zabadon nodded confidently.  “I was thinking a trial.  Your wielders against mine.  A neutral battleground.  We each select our own combatants.” 
 
    Grixis let out another laugh, this one more earnest than before.  “It’s a fine idea old friend, but what’s in it for me?  I’m fairly certain that my group will dispatch yours without any outside interference.” 
 
    Now it was Zabadon’s turn to grin.  “It wouldn’t be a wager if there weren’t stakes... old friend.  If your team wins, I offer you my power and influence for an entire year, with which time I will act as your humble servant.”  The offer was truly extraordinary, given the power Grixis would possess.  With the influence of two tower masters behind him, his team would be a shoe-in to advance to the tower’s final levels. 
 
    “And I’m expected to give the same to you if you somehow prove victorious?” The wolffish tower master responded.  “Surely I have much more to lose.” 
 
    “Indeed, you do,” Zabadon replied.  “And that is why I only ask one thing... if my team wins, you must provide them with the resources needed to advance to floor five.” 
 
    Grixis rubbed at his chin, obviously interested in the offer.  “You know, if Helion finds out about our little wager he surely won’t approve.” 
 
    Zabadon shrugged.  “Then don’t tell him...  So, what do you say?” 
 
    Grixis grinned.  “I say you better prepare yourself for a year of servitude, old friend.  Now come... let us iron out the deals of our arrangement.” 
 
    Zabadon smiled, placing an arm around his colleague’s shoulder as they exited the observatory.  In a few moments, he was about to be taking one of the larger gambles of his immortal life... one that would prove to be an ingenious move, or if he could help it, a terrible and utter disaster. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Somewhere else in the far corner of the cosmic tower, another deal was being struck… a far more violent one. 
 
    “Begone!” Ezrin Eaglheart shouted, releasing a bolt of bright green from his palms.  The mighty tower master, a fixture among the tower’s leaders for many, many years had found himself in rather dire straits.  For despite his comsic level power, in front of him was an enemy with power that matched his own… an agent of Arkosis. 
 
    The agent hissed in response, its inky black body swirling around the bolt of energy as it passed through the star-filled sky.  Ezrin had sensed the creature out in the vast cosmos and foolishly he’d gone to exterminate it on his own.  Now in his shadowy’s foes wake, he was finding regret in his decision. 
 
    Taking the form of a woman in robes made of shadow, the agent of Arkosis spun through the air and took aim at Ezrin, diving at him with the speed of a shooting star. 
 
    “Flames of the elder dragon!” Ezrin howled, responding with a devastating technique that filled the area with green fire.  Surely his foe couldn’t escape such untamed power.  Surely- 
 
    “Fool,’ the agent said as it slipped past his defenses, wrapping his neck with a noose of shadow that was strong enough to bend the steel of the godblade it had been born of.  Ezrin tried to break free of the hold but the agent or Arkosis continued to constrict his body like a viper, squeezing him until the cosmic light in his eyes faded. 
 
    Silence once again befell the starry night as the agent of Arkosis absorbed the energy of the now fallen tower master, adding his near limitless power to its corrupted core.  Then, as shadows do, the creature disappeared into the night, intent on growing its influence… 
 
    Intent on painting the tower black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The Broken 
 
      
 
    When moving from one floor to another, the transition had typically been a straightforward one.  But for Valin, the shift to floor four was, for lack of a better word... jarring. 
 
    After emerging through the portal, the arcane thief immediately felt himself plummeting through an open sky, unable to get his bearings as his body spun out of control.  As confusion made way for desperation, Valin focused on the hands still wrapped around his waist, the person who’d yanked him through the portal.  They were smaller than his, so smooth despite their near-endless battles.  He should’ve known.  Who else would it be other than... 
 
    Azyr. 
 
    “You’re ridiculous, ya know that?” She said into his ear, barely audible over the sound of wind rushing by his face. 
 
    Valin chuckled.  “Yeah, maybe I am.  But, a... shouldn’t we be worried about finding solid ground?”  He could feel her scowling behind his back, but she hadn’t yet let go of him.  So at least there was that. 
 
    “There’s something over there in the distance,” she growled.  “Just beyond that line of clouds.”  He felt her shifting their trajectory, turning until he could see exactly what she was talking about.   
 
    And boy was it quite a sight. 
 
    There in the distance was perhaps the most impressive sight he’d seen since entering the tower.  It was a city... but not just any normal city, in the distance was an expansive, flying metropolis! 
 
    The city was huge, floating atop an impossibly large platform that was kept aloft by giant, arcane engines.  From their vantage point, Valin could spot buildings of exotic design,  tall gleaming towers, and even what looked like an arena!  That had to be their next destination.  But that opened the door for his next question... just how the Hell did they get down there safely? 
 
    “I’m gonna use my wind abilities to steer us over there,” Azyr continued, seemingly answering his question.  “You think you can help land us?” 
 
    Valin grimaced.  He was already low on mana, but then... what choice did he really have?  “I’ll try to bring us down smooth.” 
 
    As the pair soared in, the thief noticed someone else sharing the skies.  No, not someone... but something.  Giant winged beasts flew around the city, diving in and out of the cloudscape as they came in and out of view.  Upon inspection, the beasts looked somewhat like giant eagles, though their bodies were covered in rubbery flesh rather than illustrious feathers. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Creature:  Gryfian 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    “I’m just gonna avoid those,” Valin muttered as one of the beasts eyed him, swooping in close enough to cause alarm.  Instead, the wielder’s eyes began to focus on the finer details of the massive city.  He could see a countless number of wielders scampering through the streets, many of them looking far more formidable than those on the floor previous.  He was certain that he saw a building that had to be Haven, as well as a number of other armored structures with faction crests displayed on their walls.  There was certainly a lot to take in.  But first... 
 
    “You ready?” Azyr asked as she squeezed tighter on his midsection, using her wind control to direct them at one of the city streets. 
 
    Valin gave her a slight nod.  Then he clenched his teeth, narrowed his gaze and began to focus.  Using every last bit of his remaining energy, the thief delved into his psionic ability, stretching his power until it surrounded the pair like a psychic blanket. 
 
    Initially, Valin had only used his attunement to lift smaller objects, certainly not living things as large as people.  And here he was, trying to lift up two!  Blood began to leak from his nose and his head began to throb as he used his energy to slow their descent, pushing back against gravity’s mighty grip. 
 
    Soon, wielders from the streets below began to look up as the pair made their approach, streaking through the air like a slow-moving comet.  He’d managed to stop some of their momentum, but it was clear from the looks of the others that it wasn’t enough. 
 
    “Still not slow enough!” Azyr shouted, reiterating their concern before burying her face in his back.  She was right.  The ground was rushing at them so fast.  They were so close.  They were right there.  They, they- 
 
    Stopped! 
 
    Valin blinked, still in disbelief that he’d managed to pull it off...  And yet, there they were, elevated just mere feet from the ground by a thin layer of psychic energy that he had managed to manifest. 
 
    “That’s better,” Azyr said as she hopped off his back.  Valin turned to try and shoot her a grin, but his concentration broke and he landed square on his face.   
 
    At least he was back on solid ground. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next few hours were some of the tensest moments of Valin’s life... well, his personal life, at least.  According to the information scrolling through his vision, he’d arrived on floor four, The Endless Sky City of Tyr.  And the objective to clear the floor...   
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    Find land.   
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    That was it.  No clues, no floor boss mentioned.  Just one mysterious objective.  That’s not what bothered him though.  What had him worried was the confrontation that awaited him. 
 
    Slowly, he watched as the other members of his faction began to arrive, though many of them found a much smoother path down.  Apparently those beasts, the gryfians, weren’t obstacles.  Nor were they enemies.  No, the creatures were actually a primary mode of transportation on this strange and mysterious floor... a fact he’d be sure to remember next time he was in a free fall.  
 
    Soon they were all on solid ground, including the other wielders he’d battled alongside in the chamber.  Luckily, most of the members of Enigma had landed at an alternate location, gathering somewhere several blocks away.  That left just him and the Blade Syndicate... and the consequences of floor three. 
 
    “W-where’s Rori?” Ku’thar growled as his eyes frantically scanned the area.  “Where is the little one!?” 
 
    Valin felt a lump grow in his throat, preventing him from spitting out an answer.  Fortunately (or unfortunately), Tenchi managed to respond.  “He... he was lost,” the golden dragon replied.  “He was felled in the tunnels...” 
 
    Ku’thar’s reptilian eyes widened, filling with sadness… then with rage.  “What?!  How could this-“ 
 
    “It was my fault,” Valin interjected, his cheeks growing hot.  “I was in charge.  I didn’t see the ambush and... and we didn’t make it to him in time.” 
 
    “You’re damn right you didn’t, you worthless meat bag!” Ku’thar roared, lunging for Valin before hoisting him up by his jacket collar.   
 
    Valin didn’t bother fighting back.  Honestly, he felt like he deserved any punishment the lizardkin was willing to give him.  However, a meek pair of hands stepped in and brought him reprieve. 
 
    “Please,” Kori said, prying the lizardkin away with tears in his eyes.  “H-he saved me.  He did his best.” 
 
    Ku’thar gave Valin a final, feral growl then dropped him to the stone.  “Very well, but never again will I let you out of my sight.”  Moving with conviction, the lizardkin reached down and hoisted Kori onto his shoulder.  “I’m done with this little arrangement,” he continued, tossing his faction crest into the street.  “From now on, we make our own way.”  Then he turned and began pacing away down the cracked stone road. 
 
    Lariot gave Valin an apologetic glance, then turned and began to pursue.  “Lizard, wait.  Let us discuss this!”  Seconds later, they disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    Slowly Valin rose to a knee, apprehensive to meet the gaze of his remaining companions.  Shiro seemed indifferent.  Tenchi seemed worn down.  Zefara was still impossible to read and Azyr was still pissed off.  The only person who appeared even remotely approachable was Ron, who’d been fortunate enough to avoid any serious damage in the last melee.  Oh, and Alana was there too, though she seemed more preoccupied with taking in the sights than partaking in the complete meltdown of his faction. 
 
    “C’mon cher.  On your feet,” Ron finally said, offering the arcane thief a hand.   
 
    Reluctantly, Valin rose and ran a hand through his blonde hair, desperately craving a smoke.  Both he and his confidence were shot. And honestly, he just wanted to get whatever this was over with.  “So... uh, what now?” 
 
    Azyr rolled her eyes.  “Why don’t you ask you’re new mate?” 
 
    Valin’s eyes widened as his gaze shifted from Azyr to Alana then back to her.  “W-wait a second.  We didn’t mate. We just-“ 
 
    “So you’re saying he’s available?” Alana interjected, suddenly interested.   
 
    Valin waved his hands.  “No, no.  It's not-“ 
 
    “Yes,” Azyr said defiantly.  “Yes, he is.”  Then she too walked off, leaving the thief standing there with his mouth agape. 
 
    Growing frustrated, Valin turned and scowled at the others.  “Does anyone else plan on leaving?” 
 
    Tenchi shrugged.  “Apologies, but I am in desperate need of healing.  I will seek you out once I’m properly rejuvenated.”  Then with Zefara at his side, he took his leave, placing a somber hand on the thief’s shoulder as he passed. 
 
    That left just Valin, Shiro, Ron and Alana standing in the increasingly busy street.   
 
    “Well, things have taken an interesting turn, haven’t they?” Shiro said, wearing a look of amusement... or was it pity?  Valin wasn’t too sure. 
 
    “I don’t know about you fellas,” Ron said. “But I need a healer and a drink.” 
 
    “Yeah same,” Valin conceded as he pressed a smoke to his lips.  His body had grown a Hell of a lot tougher as he ranked up, so much so that he could withstand damage at a supernaturall level.  Still, that knife wound he’d suffered to his leg felt none too good. 
 
    Ron pulled the strap on his gun a bit tighter to his body and turned to Shiro and Alana.  “You comin too?” 
 
    Alana merely shrugged, her go-to response in most situations.  Shiro grimaced though, his gaze shifting to the street beyond.  “I could certainly go for a drink, but I’m not too certain he would approve.” 
 
    Slowly, Valin turned his head to see who Shiro was referring to.  Initially, he had hoped it was one of the other faction members returning to drag them along.  But no... it was someone far worse.  Standing there with a hand on his runic oar was none other than Garth Zeros. 
 
    “Alright you thieving bastard.  Time to give back my scepter.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The guard 
 
      
 
    Things on floor four had already started off rather poorly for Valin.  His faction was on the verge of collapse, his girl had left him in a fit of jealousy, his mana had run dry and he still had a gnarly knife wound in his leg. And now... now he had to deal with this. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Garth said as he took a step forward, the grip on his oar tightening.  “You stole my scepter and I want it back.” 
 
    Valin’s muscles tightened and his hand immediately went to his dagger as he locked eyes with the bastard in front of him.  “You’re people killed one of mine without cause.” 
 
    Garth shrugged.  “And you returned the favor by slaying two of mine.  So 
 
    I’d say your ahead... now give me my artifact before I-“ 
 
    “Oh, just fuck off,”  Shiro interjected, leaving both Valin and the Enigma Hunter stunned.  He didn’t stop there though.  No, instead the shadowy wielder marched right up to the man and met him eye to eye.  “It’s already been a rough go for everyone and I’d rather not have to make a mess of you in the street.” 
 
    Valin’s eyes widened.  Just what the Hell was Shiro doing trying to stick up for him all of a sudden.  And against a wielder stronger than them both?! 
 
    Garth sighed.  “Guess we do it the hard way then...” 
 
    In a flash, the man’s weapon was in his hand, its wooden blade glowing with runic power.  Shiro’s reaction was nearly as quick, dropping back into a nimble stance as his shadow arm took the shape of a blade. 
 
    “You don’t you want this fight,” Valin said as he and the others joined Shiro’s side, weapons at the ready.  Unfortunately, Garth didn’t back down. 
 
    “You stupid fools.  You really don’t know anything about this floor, do you?” Using his oar, the man gestured back towards the street.  “Enigma is one of the largest factions in all of Tyr.  If you go to war with me, you’ll have a hundred wielders here to snuff you out in moments.  You have no out.  It’s over!  Now give. Me. My.  SCEPTER!” 
 
    A sudden and very uncomfortable silence filled the air as Valin waited for someone to make a move.  In truth, it felt like a powder keg waiting to be set off by the first errant technique and he wasn’t prepared.  He waited, gripping his dagger even tighter until his knuckles went numb... but rather than a technique, the wielder heard an unfamiliar shout. 
 
    “Drop your weapons, all of you!” The voice ordered, coming somewhere from above.   
 
    Shifting his gaze skyward, Vain spotted the source.  Descending on the back of a gryfian was a woman dressed in sleek cerulean blue armor, her hand gripping a spear that sat poised atop her shoulder.  She looked like an officer of some sort (though Valin wasn’t sure of what) and gave off an authoritative aura that seemed unshakable.  It also helped that at least a dozen other men and women joined her by foot, all surrounding the group with spears and armor of identical make. 
 
    A bit confused, Valin focused on the gryfian rider to obtain a bit more information. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Kyra 
 
    Wielder Rank: 8 
 
    Signet:  Tower sworn 
 
    Tower Guard 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    That... didn’t help much at all. 
 
    As the woman came in for a landing, her gryfian spread its wings out wide, forcing Valin and the others to back away or be run over by the beast.  Then she promptly dismounted, raised her spear and continued to bark orders. 
 
    “There will be no fighting within the safe zone.  Any transgressors will immediately be taken to the wall and dropped off into the endless blue.  Understood?” 
 
    No, he didn’t understand at all.  But at least now that she was closer, Valin was able to get a better look at her.  The armored wielder was tall, lean and possessed this sort of regal beauty to her.  Her silver hair was tied tightly behind her head in a tail, revealing these remarkable blue eyes that could stop a person in their tracks.  And were those cat ears poking out of her hair?  They were!  But what Valin found odd though was her signet.  Rather than display some sort of unique symbol, it was covered by two scars forming an X. 
 
    “Uh, actually we’re kinda new here,” Alana said in a matter a fact tone, drawing the attention to her. 
 
    Kyra rolled her eyes.  “Then let me fill you in, girl.  My name is Kyra Silverwing and I’m the captain of the Tyr Tower Guards.  We’ve given up the climb... and in return, we have been bestowed the honor of upholding order and peace in the tower’s safe zones.  It’s unfortunate, but wielders like yourself...” she paused to take a look at each of them.  “Seem to become unruly with more power.” 
 
    Garth scoffed.  “Then force them to return my scepter and this will be over.” 
 
    Valin took another step back, gripping the strap that held the scepter to his back.  Kyra however, merely shook her head. 
 
    “I saw him descend to the city with the item in his possession.  I don’t know what happened in the lower floors, but on floor four that makes it his.”  
 
    Garth’s eyes widened and he began to utter a protest but she quickly shut him down. 
 
    “Listen, I have enough trouble dealing with your faction thinking they’re entitled to every last thing in this tower.  Now, disperse before I have to escalate the situation.” 
 
    Slowly, Garth began to slink away, scowling as he retreated into the street.  Though he did manage to spout off a final threat before disappearing.  “You better watch the skies, boy.” 
 
    Valin on the other hand stood with the others in disbelief.  “Uh, thanks,” he finally said to the tower guard captain, still in awe of how quickly she shut him down. 
 
    Kyra nodded.  “I despise Enigma... but don’t think that’s a free pass to go tear up my city.  Understood?” 
 
    Ron interjected with a very emphatic, very southern “yes ma’am.”  Then they watched as the tower guard mounted her gryfian, shot them a salute and returned to the open skies. 
 
    Valin let out a sigh as things finally began to settle...  Well, settle as much as they could.  He suddenly felt underpowered in a world of killers.  And the Blade Syndicate?  Well, they were nothing more than a broken blade.  Honestly, for as much confidence he had heading into floor three, things were feeling pretty hopeless.  So, Valin turned to the others and proposed perhaps the most human thing he could think of. 
 
    “Drink?” 
 
    Ron nodded, placing his arm around the thief as Shiro and Alana began to head towards the tavern.  “Yeah, definitely drink.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The Suite 
 
      
 
    Hours passed as Valin Frost sat in the far corner of the tavern, sipping on foreign ales from another world.  And yet, no matter how many drinks he managed to force down, the nagging feeling in his chest just wouldn’t go away. 
 
    Things had gone awry so quickly, and now... now he just felt lost.  Was he supposed to just gear up and venture out on his own?  Or perhaps this would blow over and his faction would come together just as they had before. 
 
    Only the gods new at this point. 
 
    After downing the rest of his violet ale, Valin took a glance at the only one left at his table... Ron. 
 
    “You ok, cher?” the gunner mage asked before finishing off a mug of his own.  Their table was littered with empty glasses, though some were from Shiro and Alana who had already retired for the evening.  But in truth, most were from them.   
 
    Valin gave the man a half-hearted nod.  “I’m gonna be,” he replied.  “Once I figure out our next damn move.”  It irritated him to think he’d squandered quite the opportunity to get ahead on floor three.  Now the contract he’d taken was voided and he was barely on the precipice of rank four. 
 
    Ron chuckled.  “It’s not all bad.  I mean, we’re here alive and kickin.  And Hell, I’m sure the others’ll come around.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hope so,” Valin replied.  “We’re gonna need em.” 
 
    As the minutes dragged on and the ale settled in his stomach,  Valin’s mind began to wander.  Moving slowly, he undid the strap across his shoulder and removed the scepter slung across his back, placing it on the table in front of him.  Ron immediately leaned forward and gave it a look over, ogling it like a new toy. 
 
    “What’s so special ‘bout this thing anyway?  Doesn’t look like it can do a whole lotta damage.” 
 
    “It’s more like a tool than a weapon,” Valin replied.  “I only used it once, but from what I can tell it sucks the energy right outta your opponent and serves it up to you in a nice little orb.” 
 
    Ron’s eyes immediately widened.  “And the power you get... it’s permanent?” 
 
    Valin nodded.  “Think so.” 
 
    Suddenly a grin began to form on Ron’s face.  “Val, if that thing works the way I think it does then you have yourself a bonafide cheat tool.  Just think how fast you could grow your power...” 
 
    Valin nodded.  “Yeah, I think that’s what they were usin it for. I heard em mention they were funneling orbs up to their superiors on this floor somehow.  Maybe I’ll use it to repay some of the grief they caused...” 
 
    “And I’ll be right there with ya,” Ron replied before letting out a yawn.  “But it’ll have to wait til after some shut-eye.”  Slowly Ron rose out of his chair and gave him a send-off.  “Now go get some rest, cher.  We got a lotta work ahead of us.” 
 
    Valin hung around the tavern for a few more moments, swishing around the ale in the bottom of his mug before finally deciding to leave.  As he made his exit, the arcane thief noticed another wielder staring him down from afar, a man wearing the Engima crest on his shoulder.  So they were tailing him... 
 
    Valin promptly shot the man a middle finger. 
 
    After exiting the tavern, Valin rushed across Haven to the central hub, trying to put some space between himself and his ‘shadow’.  There he found Nelfana, cheerfully waiting for his arrival. 
 
    “I need a room,” Valin muttered, unwilling to spend the night on the streets.  “Something cheap.” 
 
    “Certainly sir,” the tower guide replied.  Then she cocked her head and began scrolling through a series of translucent screens.  Seconds later, her eyes widened.  “Oh, master wielder... it appears you already have a suite in your name.  Shall I direct you to it?” 
 
    “Uh, s-sure,” Valin stammered, honestly surprised.  Maybe Azyr had come around and rented them a room again.  By the gods did he ever hope so.  By now he was a little buzzed and craving the soft touch of her skin. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Nelfana to guide him over to the floor’s living quarters, though he did manage to make a pit stop and pick up a few healing elixirs along the way.  He couldn’t be letting those wounds of his fester. 
 
    As he chugged the bright red concoctions, Nelfana brought him over to the living quarters of Tyr.  Immediately, the sight reminded him of home as his eyes gazed upon rows of interconnected townhouses, each masterfully carved from stone and decorated with a dark wood exterior.   
 
    “This is you,” she said, leading him to a red, wooden door on the far end.  “Is there anything else I can help you with, master wielder?” 
 
    “I think I’m good,” he replied.  
 
    Nelfana bowed, then shot him a wink and began to make her way back towards the hub, leaving him alone once more.  With a gulp, Valin walked up to the door and made his way inside, unsure of what to expect.  Oddly, it was quite dark, making him wonder if anyone else was even there. 
 
    “Azyr?” He said, his tone hopeful.  Maybe, just maybe she was waiting in there for him... 
 
    “Sorry, not her,” a male’s voice replied.  A breath later, a white-haired figure stepped out of the shadows to greet the confused wielder... a figure he never would’ve expected.  Standing there in front of Valin was none other than Zabadon Griswolder Errantheart, his tower master. 
 
    

  

 
   
    From the Journals of the Arcane Thief… 
 
    If one thing was certain in this tower, it was that this place would manage to dangle troves of beautiful women in front of you, only to present you with the complete opposite at every opportunity. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The Advisement 
 
      
 
    Valin stood in the dark wooden doorway with a wide-eyed look as he tried to process just what the Hell was going on.  Standing there with his flawless black and green armor and his long, white mane was none other than the tower master, Zabadon. 
 
    Things had gotten interesting, to say the least. 
 
    “So, uh... thanks for the room?” Valin said, not quite sure how to react.  The only time he’d seen the tower master was during the first trial, and even then the man had possessed this sort of regal omnipotence about him.  But up close and personal, he seemed downright intimidating. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Zabadon replied before casually flopping on the leather sofa and throwing his boots up.  “Though, I bet you’re wondering just why in the world I’m here.” 
 
     Valin gulped.  Oh god, he didn’t want the scepter too, did he?  “Heh, I suppose you're not here to personally reward me for our efforts on floor three, are you?” 
 
    Zabadon chuckled.  “One thing I love about you earthlings is your sarcasm... but no, that’s not why I’m here.  Actually, I’m here to discuss a trial with you.” 
 
    Valin raised his brow.  “A trial?” 
 
    “Mhmmm,” Zabadon replied, casually crossing his legs.  “You see, that item you acquired belongs to the Enigma faction.  And when it comes to their tower master... well, truth be told I hate him.” 
 
    Valin nodded.  “I hear that.  But what’s that gotta do with the trials?” 
 
    Slowly, Zabadon rose from his seat and folded his arms behind his back before pacing around the room.  “Well, you must know by now that the enigma faction has it out for you.  You know… after you took their artifact and all.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal it,” Valin spat.  “I pried it from the dead hands of one of their-“ 
 
    “Yes, yes.  Formalities,” Zabadon interrupted.  “Either way, they’re coming for you.  And by the looks of things, you don’t have the numbers to defend yourself out there.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning I have orchestrated a little trial for you in order to keep those savages off your back.  In two week’s time, you will meet one of their wielders in open combat and fight for possession of the scepter.” 
 
    Valin grinned.  “So I get to kill one of those bastards and it’ll keep them off my back?  Hell, I’m ready now.” 
 
    Zabadon gave his head a dismissive shake.  “Well... no, you’re really not.  You see, I don’t get to pick your opponent so odds are they’ll send in someone several ranks above you to wipe you out.” 
 
    Valin’s grin vanished.  “Oh…  So what then?  I just die?” 
 
    “Gods no,” Zabadon replied.  Moving with a supernatural quickness, the tower master stepped forward, snatched the scepter off Valin’s back and placed it in his hands.  “I have too much at stake for you to die.  On the contrary my naive wielder... you are going to train.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Perched atop a rooftop in the endless sky city of Tyr, Azyr sat with her blade in her hands.  Just days ago she had felt so sure of herself as they ventured out into floor three.  She had felt good... really good for the first time in a while. 
 
    But oh how quickly things changed in Helion’s tower. 
 
    Things had gone so awry as she and the others had split.  They’d lost out on their contracts, they’d lost Rori.  And then there was Valin...  Gods, he seemed so confused by her anger, as if he’d done nothing wrong.  If only he knew how wrong he was. 
 
    On Azyr’s home planet, the art of battle was the most sacred of dances.  Fighting in tandem with another was an act only surpassed by intimacy…  And he had so blatantly partaken in that dance shoulder to shoulder with that damned fox girl! 
 
    “Stupid fool,” Azyr muttered, angrily referring to herself as she slammed the tip of her blade into the roof.  How could she have been so blind?  There was no companionship to be found here in the tower.  Only the climb... 
 
    With a sigh, the lightning fencer yanked her blade out of the roof and returned it to its sheath.  Then she turned her gaze to the night sky, seeking guidance from gods that would never answer to her mortal whims...  However, she did see something that caught her eye. 
 
    Spiraling in her direction was one of the winged beasts that owned the skies of Tyr... a gryfian to be exact.  And on its back, one of its fearless riders. 
 
    As the creature approached, it began to slow its descent, circling her location before landing gracefully beside her on the roof.  Azyr furrowed her brow as the gryfian bowed its head, allowing its rider to dismount... the tower guard, Kyra. 
 
    “Is sulking on rooftops illegal in this city, too?” Azyr asked as she folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    Kyra merely smirked.  “On the contrary, it’s quite common here.  I just thought you looked like someone who could use some company.” 
 
    Azyr grimaced.  “And why the Hell would you say that?” 
 
    Kyra shrugged.  “Call it intuition.  I’ve seen a lot of wielders a lot less prettier than you get torn to shreds in this city all because of some dumb decision.  Now, what’s got you lookin like you’re ready to rip someone’s head off?” 
 
    Azyr sighed as she weighed her options, one of which included leaping off the roof and dashing into the night.  However, in the end, she decided to stick around... at least for a few moments.  “I do want to rip someone’s head off,” she conceded.  “I just haven’t decided which head to rip off yet.” 
 
    Kyra’s smirk widened as if she knew something that Azyr didn’t.  “Oh I do miss the tower drama.  What is it?  Did a trusted faction member steal your killing blow and collect all of your loot?  Or is another wielder plunging his sword into some else’s scabbard?” 
 
    Azyr’s gaze narrowed.  “Listen, I don’t know where he gets off thinking he can replace me with some damned fox gir...”  Suddenly she paused mid-sentence as if a realization had come over her.  Then she turned and met Kyra's gaze.  “I can’t believe it.  By the gods, I fell for that fool so much harder than I thought.  I guess that makes me the fool...” 
 
    Kyra scooted closer and placed her arm around her, a feeling that Azyr felt oddly comforting.  “Your no fool for seeking comfort in a place that’s actively seeking your death.  It actually makes you stronger, ya know... when you got something to fight for.” 
 
    “Yeah... maybe,” Azyr replied, reverting her gaze to the starless sky.  “Or maybe it just makes you more vulnerable.” 
 
    “Everyone is vulnerable in the tower,” Kyra said as she lied back and kneaded her fingers behind her head.  “I mean, just today I saw some poor soul make an enemy out of the Enigma faction in record time.  That fool stole some scepter from them on floor three...  Now he’s good as dead when he leaves the safe zone.” 
 
    Azyr’s eyes immediately widened.  “Wait, did you say scepter?!  That... that’s Valin!” 
 
    Kyra’s grin widened.  “Ah, so the fool has a name.” 
 
    “Is he in trouble?” Azyr growled.  “Is he-“ 
 
    “He’s fine for now, I’m sure.  Though, he’s certainly going to need some help if he’s going to survive this place... unless you’ve given up on him?” 
 
    Azyr clenched her jaw as a million thoughts began to flow through her mind.  Just what had that dummy done to her?  She had to find him and...  No, she didn’t have to find him, she wanted to.  Angry or not, she wanted him at her side. 
 
    “Damnit,” the lightning fencer muttered as a grin began to form on her face.  “Guess I better go find him.” 
 
    “Guess so,” Kyra replied, unable to hide her sly tone.  An instant later her gryfian let out a playful growl, clearly connected to the woman on a deeper level. 
 
    Tossing back her long black hair, Azyr climbed to the roof’s precipice and allowed her wind power to take hold.  “Thanks for the talk.   Guess I’ll see ya around,” she said, then she leapt off into the night. 
 
    Kyra’s smile widened as Azyr disappeared from view.  “Yea, I’ll see ya.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The Shadows 
 
      
 
    Dawn.  It was one of the few moments of the day where the endless city of Tyr was relatively quiet.  That moment when the shadows receded and light engulfed the city streets.  It was a beauty that few were up to enjoy... 
 
    It was also a beauty that Shiro found overrated. 
 
    The wielder's boots barely made a sound as he paced through the open stone street, eyes shifting from structure to magnificent structure.  He found this place had its own sort of beauty to it, a deadly beauty that lurked within the shadows just beyond sight.  Or perhaps, he and the shadows had just acquainted themselves too well. 
 
    Since arriving on floor four, Shiro had been reserved with his shadowy powers, instead choosing to take an investigative role and find out as much as he could about this mysterious new floor... and in fact, he had found out quite a lot.  According to some of the more neutral wielders and a few talkative tower guides, the city of Tyr was rather vast.  Of course, there was Haven, but beyond that there was an even larger safe zone guarded by the tower guards, ex-wielders conscripted to guard the city streets.   
 
    The safe zone stretched for quite a few blocks, but beyond that lied miles and miles of cityscape.  Those streets were run by vile red-eyed cutthroats, shadowy beasts and other denizens lying in wait behind closed doors.  But for every danger, the city offered even greater secrets. 
 
    What Shiro found most compelling though was what lied beyond the city, a vast and open sky filled with flying beasts.  In order to conquer floor four, one had to venture out into those very skies in either a skyship or on some sort of flying mount, for only those that found land were permitted to climb the tower. 
 
    Oh, and there was one very large difference between this floor and the others.  The factions that had begun to form in floor three seemed to dominate floor four.  Several factions even had strongholds throughout the city with enough factions members to hold a good deal of influence.  It was actually rather fascinating the way they operated, with stronger members passing on leadership of the stronghold before making an attempt at ascension to the next floor. 
 
    Shiro’s mind wandered as he pondered the floor’s many intricacies, trying to develop the best plan of attack to ascend.  With his ‘faction’ in shambles, he had to consider the possibility of joining a stronger clan.  And yet, the thief and his merry band of fools had proven their worth on more than one occasion.  Hell, he’d almost even gotten over their little funeral-side duel. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    The darkness had nearly faded entirely from the sky as Shiro approached the edge of the safe zone.  However, as he paced a strange pang of energy drew him out of his swirling thoughts. 
 
    Reacting swiftly, Shiro used his good arm to reach for his blade, eyes carefully scanning the horizon.   However, he relaxed as the energy passed over him again.  This energy, though foreign to the tower, had a familiarity to it.  It was one that he’d not only encountered before.... but one that had taken hold in his very body. 
 
    Moving with a calculated swiftness, Shiro followed the trace amount of energy, dashing across the street and to the door of a tall, wooden building.  The structure looked more or less abandoned, with boarded windows concealing whatever lied inside.  A fitting place for such dark powers. 
 
    After taking a final glance around, Shiro pried open the door and stepped into the aging building.  From the looks of it, the place used to be some sort of tavern.  The bar area was covered in cobwebs and a thick layer of dust seemed to cover just about everything else.  Well, everything but the table sitting at the tavern's center.  And at the table sat none other than the agent of Arkosis. 
 
    The woman grinned as Shiro walked forward and took a seat, eyeing him with those yellow eyes of her.  She looked different than she had in the cave on floor two.  She was younger, more vibrant looking, perhaps even considered beautiful by some.  But a single look into those eyes and Shiro knew it had to be the same woman from the cave.   
 
    “I see you are doing well,” the woman said, grinning as she eyed the wielder. 
 
    “Well enough,” Shiro replied, his gaze remaining stoic.  “But I assume you already know that.” 
 
    The woman chuckled.  “I keep a close watch on all of my disciples, especially ones that use their power as flippantly as yourself.” 
 
    Shiro furrowed his brow, lifting his shadow arm and setting it on the table.  “Is that not why you gave me this power?  So that I could ascend and do your bidding?” 
 
    “It is,” the woman replied.  “But it appears you’ve become... reliant on it.  It would be unwise to forget about your own talents.” 
 
    Shiro shrugged.  “I do what I need to get by.  Is that why you called me here?  To lecture me?” 
 
    Again the woman chuckled, clearly amused with Shiro’s standoffish nature.  “No, I called you here because I have a gift for you...  This floor offers many dangers and I’d hate to see such a strong prospect fall before reaching his true potential.” 
 
    Shiro raised his brow as he watched the woman reach into her cloak... a cloak comprised completely of shadow.  Despite the chilling aura the woman gave off, he couldn’t help but feel indebted to her.  She’d not only restored his arm, but replaced it with something far stronger.  Not only that, but she’d imbued his ascension core with powers of her dark god, Arkosis, granting him strength that exceeded his rank. 
 
    Of course, none of these things were free.  In return for the powers of Arkosis, he had to do the unfathomable...  He had to help kill a god. 
 
    “Ah, here it is,” the woman said as she produced an item from her shadow-woven cloak.  An instant later, she raised a hand that held one of the most magnificent swords Shiro had ever laid eyes upon.  The weapon sported a curved blade forged of some green metal that he didn’t recognize.  More fascinating though was the venomous aura that the weapon emitted.  It felt like the prelude to a viper bite and the ring of the blade sounded like the last whisper before death.   
 
    “Interesting,” Shiro said as he inspected the weapon, not wanting to sound too eager as his eyes traced over its black serated edge. 
 
    “Deadly,” the agent of Arkosis corrected before offering the blade to him.  “Especially in tandem with your signet.  Here, give it a try.” 
 
    Moving with caution, Shiro reached out and took the blade from her, wrapping his good hand around the jet black hilt.  The sword was heavier than he expected, but that played to his advantage... especially with his signet. 
 
    Initially, some of the other wielders on floor one had been foolish enough to deem his signet ability underpowered.  Of course, once they saw the man use it in combat they found that the signet wasn’t underpowered at all... it was simply underrated. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Signet:  Whiplash Blader 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    After securing his grip on the blade, Shiro channeled mana into his signet.  The wild energy passed through his mana gates, dancing across his fingertips before passing into the blade itself... 
 
    That’s when the real power of his signet took hold.  
 
    As Shiro’s mana passed through the venomous green sword, the weapon began to change.  Almost instantly, the blade began to break off into segments connected by thin lines of energy.  It had taken on the properties of a whip, though far more deadlier. 
 
    With a quick snap of his wrist, Shiro used his whip blade to completely decimate an old wooden chair nearby... and found himself pleasantly surprised.  Left in the wake of his strike was a thin cloud of toxic miasma, another effect of his signet and the ability to weaponize the elements forged within his blade. 
 
    “Toxin” the woman said, shooting Shiro a vile grin.  “That is the name of your new blade...  It is a splinter of the legendary fellsword, a generous gift from Arkosis.” 
 
    Shiro nodded.  “Give him my thanks then when you see him.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the woman replied.  “Though you can truly thank him by using your gifts to ascend to the tower’s peak. 
 
    Shiro nodded, thinking their rendezvous was coming to an end.  However, a peculiar thought crossed his mind.  “Tell me witch, before I go... how is it that you arrived on this floor?  Surely you weren’t permitted to fight alongside wielders and defeat a floor boss?” 
 
    The woman’s grin widened.  “As I told you during our first meeting, I am not a creature of the tower, nor am I a prisoner of it like you.  These floors, these artificial boundaries between worlds that hamper your progress hold no weight on me.” 
 
    Shiro raised his brow.  “If that’s the case, then why don’t you and your god merely ascend to the top and take on Helion yourself?” 
 
    Slowly the woman rose from her seat and began to pace around Shiro, eyeing him with malicious intent.  “Because Helion is an enemy that can’t be defeated through mere combat.  That’s is why Arkosis is no longer one... hey is many.  His power flows through me.  It flows through you.  The influence of Arkosis spreads throughout the tower like a virus, and when it has infected the tower to its very peak... that is when we will watch the mightiest of the old gods fall.” 
 
    “Very well,” Shiro replied before finally taking his leave.  He hadn’t been particularly moved by the woman’s words.  In fact, they meant little to him.  What did matter though was seeing his love, Violet once again.  And if that meant temporarily aligning himself with a dark god in order to obtain the power needed to do so, then so be it.   
 
    He and Violet would be together again, and not a gods damned force in this multiverse would stop him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The Priestess 
 
      
 
    As dawn arrived in Tyr, another pair of wielders made their way towards through the city streets.  Armed with revitalized ascension cores and battle-hardened bodies, Tenchi and Zefara took a stroll through the expansive cityscape, plotting their next move. 
 
    “I must say, I find the view far more appealing on this floor,” Zefara said as she examined some of the unique architecture on the surrounding buildings.   
 
    “I prefer the wilds,” Tenchi replied.  “It’s much easier to identify your enemies there.” 
 
    Zefara understood that sentiment.  After all, the blood of dragons ran through his veins, perhaps the most dominant bloodline in the bestial world.  Zefara, on the other hand, preferred a more calculated approach. 
 
    Since coming of age, the priestess had been revered as one of the shining stars of her clan.  She was beautiful, intelligent, and possessed a strong connection to the spirit realm.  But perhaps her most underrated quality was her cunning.   
 
    Born on the planet Envoy, Zefara has been raised on a world where communing with the spirit realm was quite common.  Most were born into clans and raised to follow a collective of lesser gods.  And for those that could prove themselves in a series of holy trials, they were granted favor... and strength.  
 
    While many of the sisters in her priesthood sought communal growth, Zefara ventured out on her own.  Casting aside tradition, she took on the trials by herself, a proving ground that nearly finished her off.  But she didn’t relent.  No, she completed them.  And her reward?  Favor from the god Khalia... and an opportunity to become a vessel of true power. 
 
    Each of the lesser gods offered different focuses to their chosen followers, increasing either a physical or spiritual attribute.  But Khalia was the only god that offered one of the most powerful focuses... raw physical strength. 
 
    And so, Zefara became a vessel of strength and the first true priestess of Khalia in ages.  It was only natural that she chose to take her power into the tower.  For while she may have appeared to be a mere low ranked wielder, the godly power coursing through her body granted her strength that far, far exceeded her rank.  In short, she was a powerhouse... and she was going to hold on to that little secret for as long as possible. 
 
    As the pair strolled through Tyr, Zefara began to notice more and more wielders begin to populate the city’s streets.  It was evident that a new day was nearly in full swing...  It also meant that she had little time to develop their next plan of action. 
 
    “Where do you propose we go from here?” she asked, drawing a look of utter surprise from Tenchi. 
 
    “You... you’re asking me, priestess?” 
 
    Zefara smiled softly.  “Certainly.  I value your opinion more than anyone else in this tower.  Of course, that doesn’t mean we have to follow it...” 
 
    Now it was Tenchi’s turn to grin.  “Well if you’re asking...” he paused as if contemplating his next words.  “I’d say the best course of action is to continue on our current path.” 
 
    Zefara smirked.  “Is it though?  Our... companions seem to be falling apart as of late.  One didn’t even make it to the fourth.” 
 
    Tenchi grimaced.  “The situation on floor three was... difficult.  But I can’t deny the trust I feel in them.  Just look at the way they laid their life on the line for one another.  That is something far less common than a sharp sword.” 
 
    Zefara’s smirk faded.  “Oh?  Tell me, when you're surrounded by enemies on all sides, will the trust and courage of a weak man save your life?” 
 
    Tenchi’s brow furrowed and she could see that he was growing frustrated.  However, he persisted.  “It may, or it may not.  But at least I won’t have to fear a sword in the back...” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Zefara replied after a long pause, bringing a smile to Tenchi’s face.  Honestly, she enjoyed their little verbal spars, even if she knew she could come out victorious if she so desired.  But for now, she’d let him have his way.  
 
    As they rounded the corner and turned down another stone street, Zefara couldn’t help but let her gaze linger on the young gold dragon.  As calm and calculated as she tried to be, she couldn’t help but find an attraction to his primal bloodline.  In truth, Zefara wouldn’t have minded taking Tenchi and venturing off on their own.  They’d done so on floor two, and her hidden power had been more than enough to demolish their threats and pave a way for them up the mountain.  Perhaps a chance like that would offer itself again... 
 
    “So, we stay?” Tenchi asked, shooting the war priestess a confident grin. 
 
    “For now,” she replied, lacing her fingers through the back of his yellow hair.  “Just promise me that your attachment won’t  cloud your judgment if things do grow dire.” 
 
    Tenchi nodded.  “I’m with you... to the top.” 
 
    Despite her rather cold and calculated nature, Zefara couldn’t deny the warmth that Tenchi’s words brought her.  Even though she was the stronger of the two, having him at her side brought her comfort.  Dare she say... it made her vulnerable. 
 
    Slowly, Zefara’s thoughts drifted to their time together on floor two.  The pair had ventured off on their own, making their own way up the mountain on their strength and their strength alone.  They had been attacked by rogue wielders during their trek, but Zefara’s overwhelming strength had made quick work of them.  Later, Tenchi had held her by the fire as she rested before the final climb...  It was a memory burnt into her mind that she hoped would last forever. 
 
    As the pair approached the edge of the safe zone, Zefara paused, drawing Tenchi’s gaze to her own.  “And I will be with you.” 
 
    The golden dragon smiled widely, and she couldn’t help but return it with one of her own.  Deep down, Zefara knew that her cold approach would ensure her a place atop the tower... but perhaps she could allow Tenchi to be her warmth. 
 
    No, she wouldn’t just allow it.  She wanted it. 
 
    “Perhaps we should cut this day short,” Zefara said, shooting Tenchi a sly grin. 
 
    “Oh?” he replied. 
 
    “Yes,” she continued, sliding her hand from his shoulder to down to his abdomen.  “We’ve plenty of time to build our strength, my dragon.  Today, I’d like to be sated.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Please reconsider,” Lariot begged as Ku’thar paced in the opposite direction, Kori still perched atop his scaly shoulder.  “The blades need you.” 
 
    “There is nothing to reconsider,” Ku’thar growled.  “The blades of the syndicate have grown dull.  The little one and I will find our own way.” 
 
    As Lariot trailed the pair through Haven, he couldn’t deny the pain he felt in the lizardkin’s voice.  Ku’thar had cared so greatly for the twins, much more than the lizard would ever say.  And what had Lariot done?  He’d split them up... 
 
    “I understand your pain,” the ravenous knight urged, trying to get through to Kuth before he was out of range.  You know that I lost my brother in this damned tower.  You know-“ 
 
    “Grief cannot be compared,” Ku’thar spat.  “I’m certain your brother’s death weighs heavily on your heart, just as the little one’s does on mine.  But I...” the lizardkin paused as he collected himself.  “I can’t bear to be around this group any longer knowing that I allowed them to go off without my protection.  Do you understand?  I can’t!” 
 
    Lariot paused as he tried to find the right words, the ones needed to bring Ku’thar back.  But in his heart of hearts, he knew that there was none.  Kuth was one of the strongest-willed individuals that he’d encountered, and no simple words would change that. 
 
    Instead, the knight fell to his knees, watching as the pair disappeared down one of Tyr’s many boulevards.  Slowly, Lariot peeled his faction crest away from his armor and cradled it in his hands.  Perhaps with time Ku’thar would change his mind and rejoin them in the climb.  Or perhaps... perhaps it was time to disband the syndicate and find a way up on his own. 
 
    Then just maybe he wouldn’t have to worry about the pain of losing another. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The Gemeyes  
 
      
 
    Valin paced back and forth across the broken stone street,  his mana spike dangling in his grasp.  As soon as the light had returned to the sky, the arcane thief had set off to the border of the safe zone, his mana charged and ready to be unleashed. 
 
    With a duel coming in just two short weeks, Valin had little time to waste... even if his faction was in shambles.  He needed to devote every spare minute he had to train if he was going to survive whatever wielder Enigma planned to throw at him. 
 
    Raising both blade and shield, Valin stepped out of the safe zone and into the city’s outer rim, eyes peeled and mana flaring.  To be honest, the rim didn’t appear all that different from its protected areas.  Dreary structures lined the sides of broken streets and sported dark alleys that seemed to incite danger.  The only thing that really bothered him was the quiet.  It was ominous... almost unsettlingly so. 
 
    Taking a few more paces forward, Valin set his eyes on one of the nearby alleyways.  If enemies were lurking (and there always were) then that’s where they’d be.  And honestly, he didn’t have time to wait around. 
 
    Moments passed as the wielder ventured farther away from the safe zone.  Soon, it was nearly out of sight as he stood at the precipice of a shadowed alley.  Drawing in a deep breath, he steeled his nerves and stepped into the shadow... 
 
    “Alright, come on out so I can kick your ass,” he muttered. 
 
    Whatever was in there didn’t make him wait long. 
 
    Suddenly, Valin spotted a pair of floating gems in the distance, like rubies suspended in the darkness.  However, a mere second later he found that the circular gems weren’t floating at all... they were eyes! 
 
    Approaching the arcane thief was a creature that looked like a man, though it gave off a distinct otherworldly vibe.  Its body was humanoid in shape and fitted with dark leather armor.  It sported a black cape and cowl, though what Valin found unsettling was its face.  Accompanying its pure gray skin was a mouth of sharpened teeth and crimson gemstone eyes.   
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Creature:  Gemeye cutthroat  
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Valin grinned as he fell into a battle stance, awaiting the creature’s approach.  So, this is what awaited him in the city’s outer rim...  Well, he couldn’t certainly work with that.  Not only could he farm them to power up his core, but he could cut out their eyes and make jewelry. 
 
    Double prizes! 
 
    “C’mon then,” Valin muttered, signaling the gemeye on with his dagger.   
 
    “only if you prefer to paint this alley a darker red than my eyes,” the humanoid responded, taking a step forward and brandishing a short sword of its own.  Then, displaying a rather extreme level of dexterity, the creature lunged forwarded and attacked. 
 
    Valin barely managed to get his icy buckler up as the blade came crashing in, sending a shower of sparks into the air as the foreign metal crashed into his guard.  The shield reacted in kind, sending a wave of frigid energy back at the gemeye and slowing its movements to a more manageable speed. 
 
    It was Valin’s turn to strike as he lunged in with his mana spike, taking aim at the humanoid’s chest.  Unfortunately, the creature showed that it was still quite nimble, arching away from the blade before back-flipping out of striking distance. 
 
    Immediately, Valin could see the difference in skill this creature possessed from the drogs he’d slain on floor three.  Clearly, they were much faster, and from the ache in his shield arm he could tell they hit a Hell of a lot harder as well.  
 
    But no matter... now it was time to test their defenses. 
 
    As Valin waded in, the gemeye lunged forward and took another swing with its blade.  Again the weapon bounced off his icy buckler and again a wave of cool blue energy suffocated the humanoid’s attack.  But rather than back away from his opponent, this time Valin pursued. 
 
    Drawing on his mana pool, the arcane thief forged a mana tail and used it to spring forward, closing the distance between them in a blink.   
 
    The gemeye sensed his approach and began to shift away from Valin’s dagger, but the wielder had a different attack in mind.  Raising his shield, he bashed the bishop’s blockade into the gemeye’s chest, then pivoted and pinned the creature against a nearby stone wall. 
 
    “Vile intruder,” the gemeye growled as it tried to swipe at him with its blade.  “These streets are ours!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Valin replied, activating shell shock and pinning the creature’s arm with his forged drog shield. With the gemeye temporarily immobilized, Valin sheathed his dagger and went to work on his real task.  A split second later he had the soul scepter in his hand, its bladed end pointed directly at the gemeye’s neck.   
 
    “Here goes nothin.” 
 
    With a quick surge of strength, Valin stabbed the scepter into the writhing humanoid, piercing its gray flesh with ease.  What followed immediately after was a rush of immense power.   The scepter vibrated in Valin’s grasp as vital energy was sapped from the gemeye, pooling in an orb at the scepter’s end.  Gods, it felt like he was sucking the life right out of the beast. 
 
    And then, with a flash of sanguine light... it was over.  
 
    With a swift yank, Valin pulled the scepter free and stepped away, allowing the gemeye to fall to its knees.  The creature looked exhausted, and the glimmer in its gemstone eyes had faded.  What Valin found more fascinating though was his staff.  
 
    The orb at the end of the weapon was brimming with energy, so much so that he found the weapon difficult to grasp.  Without wasting any time, he plucked the orb off and held it in his hand.  He could feel the friction of the energy dancing across his flesh, waiting to be re-directed. 
 
    “Bottoms up, am I right?” Valin said, mocking the dazed gemeye.  Then without a second thought, he pressed the orb into his own chest.  Valin’s ascension core pulsed as vital energy flowed into him, absorbing the power into his own and strengthening him far more than he anticipated.  It wasn’t quite as powerful as a life force orb taken from an actual wielder, but still… 
 
    By the gods... if he kept this up, he could ascend through the ranks in no time.  He... he could power level! 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Valin noticed the gemeye beginning to stir as its gemstone eyes began to regain some of their luster.  Well, he couldn’t have that now, could he? 
 
    Slinging his scepter across his back, Valin once again drew his blade and leveled it at the wounded creature’s chest.  The gemeye tried to fight back as he plunged the weapon forward, but in its weakened state, it was just unable to overcome Valin’s strength.   
 
    Seconds later, the humanoid slumped back to the alley’s floor, it’s life force now completely extinguished and its remaining power now flowing into Valin’s form.   
 
    Yes, Valin thought as he felt his core grow even stronger.  He was quite certain he could capitalize on this.  As long as he didn’t waste any time, he could give himself a fighting chance against whatever opponent awaited him in the coming weeks. 
 
    He was going to overcome this. 
 
    With his confidence renewed, Valin turned and began to make his way out of the alley, out of the suffocating shadows and back into the light.  Unfortunately, when he turned he was met with a rather scrupulous gaze.  
 
    Standing at the entrance to the alleyway was another one of the gemeye humanoids.  This particular foe was noticeably larger than the first and sported a single large gemstone eye rather than two separate ones... a cyclopian gemeye, perhaps.  Also noticeable was the considerable amount of muscle this thing had built into its bulky frame. 
 
    “Invade my territory will you?  Well, I’ll paint this alley in your blood.” 
 
    And it was angry... of course, it was angry. 
 
    Falling into a crouch, Valin pooled mana into his legs and vaulted through the alley, closing the distance with this new gemeye in seconds.  Well, he’d nearly closed the distance... that is until the creature’s gemstone eye began to glow.   
 
    Before the arcane thief could reach him, the cyclopian gemeye reared back and fired a beam of sanguine energy from its eye.  Valin leapt on the wall, vaulting from side to side as the beam tore a trench through the alley’s stone floor.  As the gemeye pursued with its destructive wave, the thief lunged over the creature and took its flank.  A split second later, the soul scepter was back in Valin’s grasp. 
 
    “Gotcha,” he said as he stabbed its blade into the creature’s shoulder, giving it a twist for good measure.  Unfortunately, this particular gemeye proved to be a bit more resilient. 
 
    Letting out an otherworldly growl, the creature reached back and grabbed ahold of the scepter’s shaft.   Then it dropped to its knees and extended its arm, forcing the blade out of its grayish flesh. 
 
    Valin clenched his teeth as he tried to overpower the gemeye, fighting for control of the scepter.  And yet, even with his superior leverage, the creature was starting to win! 
 
    “Damn you,” Valin growled as the gemeye turned and rose to face him, pinning the scepter between their chests.  He could see the creature’s gemstone eye regaining its glow as it charged for another blast... one that would surely remove his head at such a close range. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen. 
 
      
 
    -- 
 
    Monster Skill:  Dragon Tail\ 
 
    -- 
 
      
 
    Activating his dragon tail skill, Valin forged the limb and wrapped it around the gemeye’s ankle, yanking his foe off balance.  As the creature fell he ripped the scepter out of its grasp.  Then as its back hit the ground, he jammed the bladed end of the scepter through its gemstone eye. 
 
    In seconds, the scepter sucked the vital energy right out of the creature, and with a quick twist of the blade he finished it off.   
 
    With sweat dripping from his brow, Valin slid to the ground and took a seat between the fallen gemeyes.  These bastard creatures were certainly far more formidable than the drogaust, something he’d have to be mindful of as he explored Tyr’s outer rim.  However, that also had an upside. 
 
    Tightening his grasp, Valin lifted his scepter as it hummed with energy, plucking the orb from its end and absorbing it into his chest.  Immediately, he felt a rush of power as his ascension core swelled with stolen energy.   
 
    It was almost intoxicating, feeling such a substantial growth in power in such a short period of time.  But by the gods, he was going to have to keep going if he planned on surviving, especially with all of the uncertainty surrounding the syndicate... 
 
    With fatigue setting in, Valin rose and began to make his way out of the alley for a second time, intent on finding a better vantage point to fight these damned things.  But yet again, as he approached the ever-elusive street, he was brought to a sudden halt. 
 
    The ring of sharp steel met his ears as the cold metal pressed against the side of his neck.  Dammit all, how could one of them taken his flank so quickly? 
 
    Remaining completely still, Valin channeled mana into his dragon tail, waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike.  If he timed this wrong, he’d end up lying on the floor dead amongst the other gemeyes. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” The arcane thief muttered, his muscles tensed and his mana at the ready.  The creature didn’t respond, instead choosing to remain silent at his flank. Luckily, his foe couldn’t remain still for long and a second later he found his chance. 
 
    The blade pressed into his neck eased in the slightest, allowing him to spring into action!  Channeling mana into his tail, Valin dropped to his knees and swung the appendage out wide, hoping to knock his attacker off balance.  Instead, a quick slash of its blade left his mana tail split in two.  Suddenly desperate, the arcane thief sprung forward and spun on his heel, desperate to meet his attacker face to face.  Instead, his face twisted into one of shock. 
 
    “Azyr?” 
 
    The woman stood there with one hand on her hip and the other on her outstretched blade, her typical smirk replaced by a steadfast gaze.   
 
    “What, didn’t think I’d return?” she asked, her voice more than a bit curt. 
 
    Valin once again tensed.  “It’s just, that I...” his mind raced as he tried to find the right words to appease her.   
 
    “That you sought to replace me with another mate?” she said, finishing his statement as she sheathed her blade and approached.  “Did you find the fox girl a more lucrative option?” 
 
    “No, dammit!” Valin replied, now starting to grow angry.  “I was just trying to survive, just like I always have been!” 
 
    As he spoke, Valin reached up and placed his hands on Azyr’s shoulders.  It wasn’t in a menacing sort of way, but rather one of reassurance.  He just wanted her to understand.  He wanted to get past whatever the Hell this was. 
 
    Azyr merely brushed his hands away and stepped forward until her face was barely an inch from his.  He could smell her hair and it made him want to embrace the deadly beautiful woman. 
 
    “I need to tell you something, Valin Frost.  It may not make sense to you but I need you to hear it.”  As Azyr spoke, her gaze grew softer.  Valin nodded, his eyes still focused on hers. 
 
    “My culture is one of battle,” she continued.  “And fighting in tandem with one another, feeding off each other’s energy and moving as one... well, it is symbolic of a sacred bond in my realm.  It is an act of mates. Of kin.” 
 
    Valin raised his brow.  “That seems a bit.. counterproductive to survival.” 
 
    Azyr shrugged.  “It was bred into me.  It’s not something I can simply turn off.  That’s why when I saw you side by side with the fox girl...” she paused, considering her next words carefully.  “When I saw you it ignited-“ 
 
    Valin leaned forward and pressed his lips into hers, cutting off whatever she had planned on saying.  Azyr lingered on the kiss for several seconds before pushing him away, her ever so lovely smirk finally returning. 
 
    “You’re insufferable,” she said, drawing a smile out of Valin. 
 
    “I know,” he replied, shooting her a sly wink. 
 
    Azyr tried to steel herself but her smirk remained.  Regardless, she continued.  “Listen, if we’re going to continue this, then I need you to promise me that you’ll at least try to understand where I’m coming from.  No more splitting up...  From now on, we fight as one.” 
 
    Valin nodded.  “I’m going to do whatever I need to to survive... and to be honest, I can’t see any better way of doing that than by staying at your side.”  
 
    “Good,” Azyr replied, embracing the man once more.  “Now how about we head back to Haven and engage in a little spar.” 
 
    Valin grinned, taking her by the hand as they made their way back to the street.  In truth, he did plan on sticking by her side.  It felt natural.  It felt right.  And by the gods, would it feel good to have her cheering him on during his duel. 
 
    “Though I may need your help, Az,” Valin said as they made their way back into the safe zone, fingers now laced between them. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” She replied, her grin a bit more mischievous than before. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said.  “But not just with that.  “I was challenged to a different kind of spar… a duel, actually.  The ‘to the death’ kind and I need your help preparing.” 
 
    Azyr’s eyes widened but her grin quickly returned as she gave the arcane thief a look over.  “Tell me more,” she urged.  “Cause when we're done in Haven we're gonna make you a destroyer of worlds.” 
 
    Valin’s eyes lit up with excitement.  Finally... a proposition he could get behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The Faction Hall 
 
      
 
    Garth wore a scowl on his face as he entered the Enigma faction house, uneasy about the encounter that was to come.  As an officer of Enigma, Garth had been entrusted with the soul scepter, an artifact bestowed to his group by their tower master, Grixis.  And his task?  Prey on lesser wielders and traffic their soul orbs to the floors above. 
 
    To be honest, it was a task that Garth enjoyed, hunting down other wielders like prey, exploiting their weaknesses and sapping whatever power they thought they had.  Once he amassed enough orbs, he would send them with one of his enigma recruits as they ascended onto floor four to help strengthen his superiors.  After all, preying on the weak was far easier than trying to drain a paragon from the upper floors. 
 
    For his efforts, Garth had already been awarded the legendary weapon galeforce, a powerful tool especially equipped to handle other wielders.  He wasn’t done though...  No, now that he was in Tyr Garth wanted to distinguish himself amongst the Enigma hunters and earn himself a seat in the faction’s high house... 
 
    But first, he had to deal with that damned arcane thief. 
 
    Garth clenched his jaw as he pictured that fool in his mind’s eye.  Gods, he should’ve never left the scepter with Null.  Now... now he had to chase down his mistakes instead of focusing on advancing himself.  But first, it was time to face judgment. 
 
    Garth couldn’t help but marvel at the faction house’s interior as he stepped through the enormous dark wooden doors.  The main hall was larger than life, sporting carved pillars that extended towards a high ceiling covered in curved cross beams.  Exotic weapons hung on either side of the hall, carefully placed on ornate hooks that sat on the room’s rustic-looking walls.  And strewn across the stained wooden floor were gathering tables, some empty and others filled with Enigma faction members that were now looking in his direction. 
 
    “Tough crowd,” Zyrex muttered as he surveyed the hall himself.  The shadowbeast tamer had joined Garth’s side early on during their tenure in Enigma, often acting as his shadow, so to speak.  It was only fitting that he took Garth’s side as they entered the faction hall for the first time. 
 
    “Not what you expected?” Garth asked as he briefly met the eyes of some of the onlookers, giving them a slight nod that they didn’t return. 
 
    Zyrex shrugged.  “I figured they might be a little grateful for the work we did in the aurastone islands, but I suppose not.  It would only be fitting that every last member of our faction be both deadly serious and undeniably droll.  I mean, look at them... they need to take a night off from hunting and get themselves a drink.  Who knows, maybe we can even arrange a little party in the hall .” 
 
    Garth couldn’t help but chuckle at the notion.  Most of the others in the faction hall looked at him with smug or disapproving glances.  Perhaps they’d heard he lost the scepter... or perhaps they’d been in Enigma so long that they couldn’t help but view anyone other than themselves as prey. 
 
    Either way, he didn’t plan on paying them much heed. 
 
    Moving with pride, Garth passed by the tables and made his way towards a doorway on the far end of the room.  Zyrex followed closely behind, winking at a few of the other wielders or giving them slight bows in a rather sarcastic faction. 
 
    Eventually, the pair passed through the doorway and into a hall that split in several directions.  Naturally, Garth made his way to the large steel door at the hall’s far end.  Then he took a deep breath, wrapped his fingers around the cold, metal and pushed his way inside. 
 
    What awaited him was not quite what he expected.   
 
    Garth had expected to find the faction leader waiting for him, or at the very least an officer who’d taken charge of Enigma on this floor.  Instead what he found was a wolf-like man perched in a large iron chair, a globe of luminescent energy floating at the tip of one of his clawed fingers. 
 
    By the gods, their tower master was here. 
 
    “Welcome home,” Grixis said, his canine teeth gleaming in the light of the chandelier above.  “I see you made it through floor three rather... unharmed.” 
 
    Garth’s jaw tightened.  “In most respects, yes.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Grixis continued, slowly clapping his hands together.  “Though everything didn’t quite go as planned, did it my dear wielder?” 
 
    The rest of the muscle’s on Garth’s body began to tense as Zyrex began to slink away only to be stopped as the door closed on its own volition.  “Unfortunately not,” Garth finally replied.  “Though I do plan on quickly rectifying the situation.  A damned thief stole the soul scepter and-“ 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know.” Grixis interrupted.  “And I have arranged for you to re-obtain the artifact in a most magnificent fashion... a trial, no less.” 
 
    “Trial?” Garth said, raising his brow.   
 
    “Yes,” Grixis replied, his eager response almost coming out like a growl.  “I’ve made an arrangement with the thief’s tower master.  In two weeks time you will meet the thief in the arena in a fight to the death.  When you win, the scepter will be returned to you.” 
 
    Garth grinned as his right hand slid up to the handle of Galeforce, his legendary oar.  He was already a few ranks ahead of the thief, and with this he’d have no problem dispatching the bastard... even with the man’s unique array of skills. 
 
    “You should let me have him,” Zyrex interjected as a smug grin began to appear on his face.  “I mean, the guy already hates me anyway.  He’d probably be more apt to make a mistake...” 
 
    “Or more focused than ever,” Garth countered, shooting the shadowbeast tamer a scowl.  He knew that Zyrex was quite the opportunist, so it was hard to blame him for trying to win their tower master’s favor.  Still, he wasn’t just going to let the man swoop in and steal his opportunity. 
 
    Grixis merely chuckled.  “As much as I admire your cunning, I need the stronger wielder in that arena.. so this trial will go to Garth.” 
 
    Zyrex nodded, clearly a bit wounded by the tower master’s comment. 
 
    “I will finish him off for you, and bring honor to our faction,” Garth said, re-establishing his prideful posture. 
 
    “I know you will,” Grixis replied before rising to his feet and pacing towards the pair.  “Now tell me, how many soul orbs do you still have on your person?” 
 
    Garth reached down to the satchel on his hip and flipped it open, revealing five iridescent globes of energy. 
 
    “Five.”  
 
    Grixis gave his wolffish head a nod.  “Absorb them all.  Then return to the hall and find the wielder Falling Leaf.  He will aid in your training for this trial.” 
 
    “Very well,” Garth replied, giving the being a slight bow.  “And thank you, tower master, for the opportunity.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” Grixis replied, bearing his teeth in what was either a grin or a show of force.  “This isn’t an opportunity...  You.  Will.  Win.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
     The Round Table 
 
      
 
    For the first time he could remember since arriving on floor four, Valin couldn’t help but smile.  Azyr was once again at his side as he re-entered the safe zone, her fingers laced in his and her energy dancing across his palm like tiny pinpricks of lightning. 
 
    Even though they’d only been separated mere days, it felt like ages for Valin.  Maybe he could attribute that to life in the tower, or maybe his feelings for her had grown far stronger than he realized.  Either way, he didn’t plan on splitting up with her again, the tower be damned. 
 
    The safe zone didn’t take long to navigate despite the many wielders searching the streets for valuable buys on weapons, much-needed armor upgrades and components that would enhance their abilities to new heights.  There was also the occasional drunkard looking for a new tavern to drown out the memories of a hard-fought tower battle.  And then there was Enigma...  Even with his duel pending, Valin could still spy members of the damned Enigma hunters eyeing him from the rooftops, tracking his location and the status of their oh-so-precious scepter.  No, no theirs... not anymore.  And especially not after he won this gods damned duel. 
 
    Soon, Valin and Azyr made their way through the tall iron doors of Haven, the ever-changing yet ever-nostalgic center of the safe zone.  Ever since floor one, he’d felt a sense of comfort whenever he was inside Haven’s indomitable walls.  Honestly, it sort of felt like coming home... like a place that was free of the chaos that seemed to constantly surround him now. 
 
    Before heading to Valin’s room (which he’d kindly acquired from his tower master, Zabadon) the pair decided to make a detour to Haven’s tavern.  With a new floor came new perks, which happened to include a far more useful menu at the tavern’s dining quarters.   
 
    After taking a seat at one of their favorite tables (a round one in the far corner of the room)  Valin ordered a large bottle of elemental quencher number seven, a drink said to increase one’s physical resistances as passed through the digestive system.  The beverage arrived in a tall bottle made of frosty-looking glass, though the pair had it nearly a third empty in moments.  With how heavy the drink sat in their stomachs, they almost considered lugging the rest of the bottle back up to his suite... that is, until a third joined their table. 
 
    “Awe, I see you too made up,” Ron said, grinning as he reached for the bottle and took a swig of his own.  “Took ya long enough.” 
 
    “Quiet,” Azyr responded as she folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    Ron shrugged.  “Fair enough.  So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Valin has a duel to the death coming up,” Azyr said dryly.  “So I’m going to help him prepare.  I’d suggest you partake in some training yourself in the meantime... who knows what will come of this.” 
 
    Ron raised his brow.  “Duel?  With who, cher?” 
 
    Valin sighed.  “One of those Enigma bastards.  They want their scepter back.” 
 
    “Any idea what you’re gonna do?” 
 
    Valin nodded.  “Yeah.  I’m gonna use the scepter myself and train the Hell out of my body for the next two weeks.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Ron replied matter a factly before taking another swig from the frosty bottle.  “You hear from any of the others?” 
 
    Valin began to shake his head, but the words “we’re here” brought him pause.  With a quick turn of his head, he spied both the seemingly inseparable pair of Zefara and Tenchi approaching his flank. 
 
    “So you are,” Azyr replied as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her boots on the table.   
 
    “Well, yes,” Zefara continued, mostly ignoring Azyr’s posturing.  “We’ve begun scouting Tyr’s outer rim and have gathered quite a bit of information about the creatures here... the gemeyes.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Valin said.  “I’m gonna need it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ron added.  “Val here has to train for a duel.” 
 
    Zefara’s eyes widened and Tenchi’s brow raised.  “A duel?” The golden dragon asked, suddenly intrigued. 
 
    “Yup,” Azyr cut in.  “They want his scepter back.” 
 
    “Scepter?” 
 
    The group collectively turned as Lariot’s voice boomed across the table.  Slowly, the knight stepped forward and pulled a seat up to the table before taking a long swig of their bottle.  “What’s this I hear about a duel and a scepter?” 
 
    Valin sighed.  “Our tower master has indoctrinated me into a duel with a member of the enigma faction to fight over the scepter I stole from them.” 
 
    Lariot nodded before taking another sip.  He then began to mouth a response but his words were quickly cut short. 
 
    “Sounds enticing,” Shiro said as he joined the group at the table, Alana following just a few paces behind him.  “It’s not often you capture the attention of beings far more powerful than yourself.  I’d suggest you use that opportunity to... showcase your talents.” 
 
    “He will,” Azyr said, speaking for Valin before he had the chance to respond.  The arcane thief didn’t mind though.  Instead he grinned, soaking in the looks of the others that now surrounded the table.  Then it dawned on him.  Despite their rocky start to floor four, somehow, someway in Haven’s dank little tavern... the Blade Syndicate had reunited. 
 
    Well, most of them, anyways. 
 
    “So...” Valin said, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had begun to set in.  “What now?” 
 
    Lariot took a final swig of the elemental quencher number seven, then placed the empty bottle back on the table and cleared his throat.  “We decide where to go from here.  We lost one of our own on floor three.  Two others, Ku’thar and Kori have decided to go their separate ways.  But where we go from here...  well, that’s up to you all.”  Slowly, the knight reached into his pocket and cradled his faction emblem in his grasp. 
 
    Gazes began to shift from one wielder to another as silence made its return to the table.  However, it didn’t last too long. 
 
    “I say we keep the syndicate together,” Valin said, a sudden eagerness in his voice.  After the loss of Rori, he wanted nothing more than to prove himself to the faction.  That, or maybe he just wanted to prove his worth to himself... 
 
    “Agreed,” Ron said, slapping his hand on the table before leaning back in his chair.  “I mean the critters are only gettin tougher.” 
 
    Zefara smiled.  “I concur.  Tenchi and I think it would be best to continue our arrangement, though perhaps with a bit more foresight to potential dangers.” 
 
    Shiro sighed.  “Yeah, I’m in.” 
 
    “As am I,” Azyr interjected, smirking as she folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    Lariot gave a solemn nod before turning his gaze to Alana.  “And you, noble fox?” 
 
    The woman shot a quick glance at Azyr before offering the knight a mere shrug.  “Yeah, whatevs.” 
 
    Lariot nodded again.  “It’s settled then.  The syndicate will forge ahead and reclaim the victory that we earned in floor two.”  He paused and took a deep breath.  “And if anyone manages to locate Ku’thar or Kori... please, offer them a place at our side once more.” 
 
    “I can drink to that,” Ron said, signaling over the barkeep.  Though this time he wouldn’t be ordering another bottle of elemental quencher number seven...  No, the arcane gunner was going to spend a bit of his zinny on a round of cold, hard ale. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A bit later the group split, making their way back to their respective chambers to retire for the night.  Some like Lariot went alone while others like Tenchi and Zefara disappeared together down one of Tyr’s darkened streets. 
 
    And then there was Valin and Azyr. 
 
    As the two strolled towards Valin’s suite, Azyr was surprisingly quiet, her fingers laced around his arm as they made their way around Haven’s edge.  Eventually, they arrived at the large red door that housed Vain’s suite.  With his free hand, he pressed his signet against the door handle, disabling the locking mechanism and granting the pair entry. 
 
    A grin spread across the arcane thief’s face as he eyed the rich purples that decorated his room, including the lavish bed that sat against the suite’s far wall.  Immediately, Azyr began to drag him In that direction, tugging gently at his arm until he sat at the bed’s edge. 
 
    “I chose you as a mate,” she said, smiling as her hands slowly rose to his chest and pressed him onto his back.  “And I grew insecure about some of the others in this tower.  But on this floor, I’ve come to realize something... that I am superior.”   
 
    Slowly, her hands returned to her shoulders and her fingers slid under her shirt straps. An instant later she slid them off, allowing her ample breasts to bounce freely in the air.  “Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Immediately, Valin’s hands went to her waist, pulling her body into his as his lips found her neck.  Seconds later his teeth pressed into her flesh and a moan escaped her mouth. 
 
    Slowly, Azyr shifted atop him until her lips found his.  And when they parted... a single statement left Valin’s mouth. 
 
    “You are truly the greatest prize in this tower,” he uttered, meeting her gaze with utter admiration.  Then without giving her an opportunity to respond, he pulled her back into his embrace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    The Blood and Sweat of Wielders 
 
      
 
    A renewed vigor coursed through Valin Frost as he left Haven the following day.  His body was rested, his ascension core was brimming with energy, and most importantly... he had allies at his side. 
 
    “You ready?” Azyr asked as she positioned herself in front of one of the large warehouses in Tyr’s outer rim, pressing her hands against its iron door. 
 
    “Yeah, bring it,” Valin responded, leveling the soul scepter in his grasp.  The pair had ventured out into the outer rim in search of gemeyes for the thief to ‘farm’.  It wasn’t really an exact science, but Valin figured if they could take down a few large groups each day until the duel, he had a good chance of catapulting the power of his core beyond whatever his opponent was doing.  Of course, the thought of him stepping into the arena and facing some monstrous wielder with god-like powers lingered in the back of his mind, but that didn’t really make sense... no, not if Zabadon was truly investing in him to win.  His opponent had to be someone he could beat… didn’t they? 
 
    Ultimately all he could do was train and prepare, and by the gods he was going to do just that. 
 
    “Alright Val, here they come!” Azyr shouted.  An instant later, she put a little wind power behind her and shoved the door open. 
 
    Sanguine light began to emanate from the shadowy innards of the warehouse as a group of gemeyes emerged, their red crystalline eyes shimmering with energy.  Azyr dove out of the way as the four creatures set their sights on Valin, dashing through the streets with surprising quickness. 
 
    After a bit of exploration (and some insight from Zefara), the wielders had discovered that many of the strange and ominous buildings located on Tyr’s outer rim weren’t quite what they seemed.  Sure, they may have once been part of a prosperous city sector, but now the once-abandoned structures acted as shadowy havens for the gemeye.  It was likely that the outer edges of the city were overrun by the creatures, forcing the people of Tyr to retreat to the city’s center.   
 
    Each and every building that they had inspected housed groups of the crystalline-eyed creatures, sheltering them in darkness like nocturnal beasts.  But whether it was by choice or she to some genetic trait, one thing was quite clear... the gemeyes did not like intruders in their territory.   
 
    Valin allowed mana to surge through his limbs as he rushed forward to meet the creatures, more than ready to claim their strength.  As he closed the distance, his signet began to glow and a small circular shell began to form in front of him. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Monster Skill: Shell Shock 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Rather than defend himself with the forged drogaust shell, Valin shoved the item to the ground and dove on it, sliding across the stone street as if he were grinding on a skateboard and leaving a cascade of sparks in his wake. 
 
    Immediately, the gemeye’s took interest and began to lunge for him, swiping at the wielder with their crude blades as he slid between them.  However, the arcane thief proved to be far too agile, bending his knees and ducking a blow before leaning out of the way of another. 
 
    A split second later Valin was clear of the group, forcing them to turn their crystalline gazes in pursuit and leaving their backs exposed to the third member of Valin’s party. 
 
    “Gotcha.”  The word flowed out of Ron’s mouth silky smooth and with a southern tinge as he took aim at the gemeyes, lining them up in the sights of his mystic rifle.  The gunner mage had positioned himself on the edge of a nearby structure, just far enough away to remain out of sight of the gemeyes, yet close enough for his bullets to land true. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Piercing Falcon Shot 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    As Ron pulled the trigger, mana flowed from his palms and into the firearm, empowering the ensuing blast with a wave of energy. The bullet flew from the barrel an instant later, taking the form of a tiny blue falcon before drilling into one of the gemeye’s thighs, forcing the creature to lose its balance and skid face-first into the stone. 
 
    Another shot followed and then another, dropping the next two gemeye with skill shots that left them momentarily maimed.  Unfortunately, the fourth managed to escape his sights. 
 
    That’s where Azyr came in. 
 
    Dashing in from the building’s side, the lightning fencer used her wind attunement to rush through the street with incredible speed.  Coming in at an angle, Azyr managed to catch the final gemeye by surprise, slashing her blade across the back of its ankles and nearly severing one of its feet. 
 
    “Val, they’re ready!” Azyr shouted, kicking the beast in its head for good measure.  However, the arcane thief was already en route. 
 
    Using his mana tail to pivot, Valin turned and launched himself back at the wounded creatures, sparks still flying out from the bottom of his drog shell turned skateboard.  As he closed in the wielder dismissed the shell skill and planted himself in the middle of the four wounded gemeyes.  
 
    Immediately he went to work, methodically draining vital energy from each of the creatures with his scepter and storing the orbs in his newly purchased dragon-skin satchel.  When one of gemeyes tried to rise or flee, Azyr was there to batter the creature back into place, stunning it until Valin could siphon its energy and finish it off. 
 
    Moving like a well-oiled machine, the wielders had the creatures drained and slain in mere seconds, just in time for Valin to leap over to his next group. 
 
    “Come get em!” Lariot shouted, dashing in his direction from the next block over.  Behind the knight, a trio of gemeyes pursued, their crystalline eyes glowing with red-hot anger... 
 
    Anger that was quickly pummeled away. 
 
    Dashing out of a nearby alley, Zefara and Tenchi intercepted the creatures with an unmatched display of force.  Zefara’s signet came to life first as an oversized translucent fist formed around her hand, smashing into the nearest gemeye, cracking one of its sanguine eyes and driving it into the ground. 
 
    Tenchi followed in her shadow, gripping his blade in both of his gauntleted hands as the signet of the rosegold reaver took hold.  The gemeye tried to reverse course but the gold dragon’s sword came down in a fury, splitting the creature’s shoulder and lodging the alien steel in its flesh. 
 
    That left just the third. 
 
    Seemingly born of the shadows themselves, Shiro leapt from one of the darkened alleys on the street’s opposite side and unleashed his whiplash blade, slashing the gemeye in six places before it ever managed to hit the ground.  Perched on a cracked stone bench, Alana clapped, her fox tails swaying at her side. 
 
    Without wasting a second, Valin vaulted over to the trio of downed gemeyes and went to work with his scepter, draining them before bringing the creatures to a quick and violent end.  Then he stood, wiped the sweat off his brow and gave his companions a nod. 
 
    “Well done lad,” Lariot said, retuning the thief’s nod with a smile.   
 
    In truth, what the group had done was quite remarkable.  In the span of little more than a moment, the blades had systematically helped Valin take down seven of the gemeyes, absorbing both the creature's life force orbs and their vital energy.  Already, he could feel his ascension core swelling with power, and he hadn’t even absorbed the orbs yet.  With a pace like this, he’d be able to rank up in no time...  That is, if his body could handle it. 
 
    “You good, Val?” Azyr asked as the man steadied his breathing and flicked his scepter forward, flinging blood off its bladed tip.  In truth, his companions had done just as much heavy lifting as he had.  However, the constant absorption of vital energy into his core and the mana needed to keep his scepter operational was downright exhausting.   
 
    Damn the gods if he would let that slow him down, though. 
 
    “Keep em coming,” Valin said, straightening his posture with an unwavering resolve.  “Unless I’m in pieces or bleeding out, I want you to keep them coming.” 
 
    “That’s admiral, lad,” Lariot replied.  “But your body-“ 
 
    “Isn’t ready,” Valin interjected, tightening his grip on the scepter.  “Those bastards in Enigma have countless resources.  But the two things they don’t have are this scepter... and you guys.  So please dammit, help me prove to them why what we have is superior.  Help me show them why they should’ve never touched one of our own!” 
 
    Lariot gave the wielder a solemn nod, though he couldn’t help but let a grin appear on his regal face.  It was Shiro, however, that spoke next. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it, then,” the shadow wielder said, hoisting his blade onto his shoulder.  Then he casually used his shadowy appendage to blow the door off another abandoned building and allowed a wave of gemeyes to flood the street. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Back in the safety of Tyr’s safe zone, Garth paced through Enigma’s training hall as a thin line of blood flowed from his lip.  And opposite him, the wielder who caused his wound... his training partner, Falling Leaf. 
 
    Under the direction of his tower master, Garth had sought out the mighty wielder and was immediately plunged into a training regiment that pushed him to his limits.  Falling Leaf, otherwise known as the living blade wielder, showed as little remorse for his students as he did for his enemies.  And as a result, Garth had succumbed to a number of cuts over the past few days. But if this is what Grixis thought would best prepare him for his duel, then by the gods he’d persevere. 
 
    “Prepare yourself,” Falling Leaf said as he placed his palm on the stone floor, channeling energy into his signet of flowers and blades.  An instant later, a patch of grass spawned at his feet sporting a number of grass-blades that resembled swords. 
 
    “Very well,” Garth replied, steeling himself as he cradled gale force in his grasp. 
 
    After absorbing the remaining soul orbs, Garth had managed to catapult himself to rank six, a respectable level that was likely more than enough to dispatch the thief.  Still, he’d likely continue to train until he hit seven.  Coupled with his legendary weapon, Garth would be able to wrap up the duel quickly, reclaim his scepter and land himself back in the favor of his tower master. 
 
    But first, before any of that... he had to get by Falling Leaf. 
 
    “Now bear witness to your fall!” Leaf shouted as his true technique began.  White and green robes flowed at the man’s sides as he swept his hand over the conjured plain of grass, latching onto several grass blades with his palm.  An instant later, the wielder’s long black hair flew back from his face as he lunged forward and sent the grass blades airborne in Garth’s direction. 
 
    Planting his feet, Garth gripped the haft of gale force in both of his hands and swung it back in Leaf’s direction.  Runes immediately began to glow on the mighty oar as a powerful tunnel of wind erupted from the weapon, scattering the grass blades to the wind and leaving him virtually unharmed. 
 
    Or so he thought. 
 
    Before Garth could register what happened, Falling Leaf descended at his flank, raining down dozens of tiny green petals with razor edges that opened a number of tiny wounds across Garth’s flesh.  Reflexively, the wielder swung his oar above his head to try and block some of the near-endless blows.  Unfortunately, that left his chest wide open. 
 
    Channeling mana into his leg, Falling Leaf unleashed a hellacious kick that sent Garth skidding across the training room floor in a cloud of translucent green flow petals.  
 
    Zyrex, who had been watching from the sidelines, couldn’t help but let out a laugh.  “Well played Gar.  Really learning how to take a hit, aren’t you?” 
 
    Garth immediately climbed to his feet and bound over to Zyrex’s location, stopping mere inches from the horned man’s grinning face. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like to step in and spar?” He growled, raising his hands in challenge. 
 
    Zyrex merely waved him off.  “The tower master chose you, remember?” 
 
    “I do remember,” Garth replied as he spat a mouthful of blood onto the pale floor.  “And you’re just here to be an asshole.” 
 
    Zyrex shrugged.  “Whatever you say...  Now get back in there.  Being able to take a hit is a very underrated skill and I’d say your training method is ingenious.” 
 
    Garth let out another growl then turned to face Falling Leaf, once again preparing himself for combat.  After all, Zyrex was partly right.  Knowing how to take a strike was important, but by the damned gods... he intended to dish out some of his own. 
 
    Gripping his weapon in both hands, Garth dashed in without warning and hoisted his weapon over his head, allowing the power of his ravager signet to take hold.  Falling Leaf grinned, producing two grassblades of his own. 
 
    From the sidelines, Zyrex couldn’t help but smile…  It wasn’t often that Garth went to the power of his signet, but when he did someone usually ended up dead. 
 
    Things were about to get interesting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The Duel 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later... 
 
      
 
    A soft glow illuminated across the morning sky as the sun began its rise over Tyr on this particular morning.  It was a sight that Valin found beautiful, an elusive sight that only those who woke early were able to appreciate.  And today, with his duel looming just hours away... he found it nearly impossible to sleep.  
 
    Standing in front of Haven, Valin’s gaze eventually shifted from the sky as he gave himself a final inspection.  Tucked beneath his justicar’s overcoat were his primary weapons.  His mana spike hung at his waist, its glowing steel fully charged with wild mana.  On his opposite side, the juggernaut gem sat nestled deep within his pocket, its daily charge still ready and waiting to be used.  Slung across Valin’s back was the bishop’s blockade, its Icy surface creating a trail of mist behind him.  And of course, there was the scepter, its bladed haft dangling at his side, its hunger for power reverberating through him like a living artifact. 
 
    Valin had considered using the zinny that he’d earned to buy another weapon for his repertoire, but eventually he had dismissed the idea.  He’d grown comfortable with the tools he had now, even if they were support pieces that lacked the finishing power of a godblade.  It was his skill with them that made them deadly…  And besides, his most dangerous weapon was the arcane thief signet that sat on his palm. 
 
    With a quick glance at the mighty symbol, Valin pulled up his selection of stolen skills.  He’d spent far too much time the night before mulling over which four skills to chooses.  But now, on the precipice of his duel, he felt more confident than ever in his decision. 
 
    Dismissing the translucent window,  Valin took a step forward and left Haven in his wake.  He could feel his mana flowing through his body, his mana pool far more vast than it had been on the day he entered the tower.  He could feel his ascension core swelling with energy, its limits stretched by the unforgiving training regiment he’d undergone.  Most importantly, he could feel an overwhelming clarity in his mind, a feeling that had escaped him his since Rori’s death.  In truth, Valin didn’t know if he was ready for whatever awaited him in the arena... but by the gods, he’d done everything he could to prepare. 
 
    As the wielder took another step forward, an ever-familiar voice called out to him, bringing him pause. 
 
    “Are you really trying to leave without me?” Azyr shouted, a certain playfulness in her voice.  Rather than wear her battle regalia, the woman was dressed in a stylish overcoat (though she did leave ensure her blade still hung at her side). 
 
     Valin turned to see her and the other members of the syndicate just a few paces back, each of them more than ready to offer their support. 
 
    “No,” Valin said, smiling as he took in the sight of his companions basking in the rays of the rising sun.  “Just ready to see this thing through to its end.” 
 
    “Then let’s do so,” Lariot said stepping forward and giving Valin a firm pat on the back.   
 
    Valin nodded then shifted his gaze westward to the arena looming in the distance.  It was go time. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As Garth made his way to Tyr’s westward arena, he couldn’t but feel confident about the victory that awaited him.  As planned, the wielder had been able to elevate his training and push himself to rank seven, a level that was respectable even by this floor’s standards.  He never did quite manage to best Falling Leaf, who had seemed to take joy in dicing him up with his grass blades the past two weeks.  But no matter... after this duel, he’d be rewarded by his tower master and acquire enough power to put that sword gardener is in his place. 
 
    Despite his increase in power, Garth had also taken some other... insurances with him as well.  Attached to his left wrist was a runic disc launcher, an artifact created at the enigma faction house that could be used to launch charged disc at one’s opponent.  He also had a belt equipped with extra discs, a quick rejuvenation potion, and a mana battery used to absorb energy-based attacks.  And of course, his legendary weapon Galeforce hung across his back, its runes glistening in the sunlight and ready to unleash wanton destruction.  By all accounts, Garth was a walking arsenal. 
 
    The wielder’s white battle robes swayed as he finally approached the arena, his steps all but silent as his boots scraped against the stone street.  From afar it didn’t seem like much, but up close the battle arena actually appeared quite vast.  It was built in the shape of a large dome, with tall metal walls and a globe-like roof made of glass.  Upon reaching the arena, a pair of large, black doors loomed in front of him... two pieces of steel that separated him from glory. 
 
    “Nervous?” Zyrex asked as stepped to Garth’s side, his devilish grin matching the curved horns that protruded from his head.  Despite being a tad bit jealous of the opportunity, the shadowbeast tamer had joined Garth to bear witness to the pending melee... 
 
    All the more reason for Garth to put on a show. 
 
    “Does the wolf grow nervous when hunting the sheep?” Garth asked, his face deadly serious. 
 
    “I suppose not,” Zyrex replied with a shrug.  “Thart is, unless it’s a bi-pedal battle sheep equipped with a fiery axe… or something of that nature.”   
 
    Garth let out a long sigh.  Seconds later, he stepped forward and pressed open the black iron doors, allowing the arena’s cool air to hit him. 
 
    The inside of the arena looked just as remarkable as its exterior.  Rows and rows of finely stitched seats stretched around the arena’s exterior, protected by a ten-foot tall wall made of ironwood.  In the center sat the combat area, a massive pit of undisturbed red sand.  And above, the magnificent glass ceiling that made the sky look more like the ocean.  None of that really managed to catch Garth’s eye though.  No... what had really drawn his attention was his opponent. 
 
    Standing at the opposite end of the arena was Valin Frost, his gaze resolute and his slender form brimming with energy.  The man didn’t appear to have any new equipment... well, other than the blasted scepter that hung at his side.  No, what left Garth shocked was his power.  Swirling at the arcane thief’s center was a rank seven ascension core!  And not just a low seven, either.  With the power swelling in Valin’s core, he was likely on the precipice of rank eight! 
 
    But how?  Each rank was substantially harder to reach than the one before it.  Even if he’d discovered how to abuse the scepter, the only way he could grow so fast so quickly was if he had an entire regiment of wielders working with him to claim orbs.  And even if they did, they would’ve had to have slain hundreds... 
 
    It was then Garth noticed the regiment of wielders in the stands behind the arcane thief, all of them patiently waiting for the battle to commence.  Those vile bastards... they halted their own advancement to try and propel that bastard thief to victory.  And now they must’ve come to see it through.  Well, even if the thief had made a huge jump in power he still hadn’t surpassed him in power.  And he didn’t have a legendary weapon at his disposal either. 
 
    Let the gods act as his witness, Garth was going to decimate this fool, and he was going to do it in front of his friends. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Valin worked hard to suppress a smile as he finally saw his opponent enter the arena.  He had hoped that it would be one of the bastards he’d encountered on floor three, but it had never been a guarantee.  But now, witnessing Garth and Zyrex strolling through the black iron doors, he knew his wish had been granted. 
 
    Valin had pushed himself to the brink over the course of the past two weeks, relentlessly hunting down and gemeyes and absorbing their life force orbs with reckless abandon.  Not only that, but he’d rectified his mistakes from floor three and supplemented his training with some hunting contracts from the explorer’s league… contracts that specifically involved hunting gemeyes. 
 
    What had surprised Valin though over the past fourteen days was the true selflessness of his faction.  They had devoted their time and resources to help train him up, propelling him to a rank beyond their own.  Well, after he won this he would repay them all.  Whatever it took. 
 
    As Zyrex veered off towards the stands, Valin noticed Garth’s eyes widen as he scanned over his empowered core.  It was clear the Enigma Hunter wasn’t expecting an opponent of this caliber, a fact that helped bolster Valin’s confidence even further.  This match was his to win now...  He just had to execute. 
 
    “I’m gonna make you pay for what happened on the islands,” Valin growled, his unwavering gaze locking onto Garth’s. 
 
    The enigma hunter grimaced.  “How noble.  Unfortunately, all I can offer you is a good death.” 
 
    As Valin began to reach for his mana spike, a voice boomed over the arena.  “Glad to see everyone has made it.” 
 
    Immediately, the arcane thief peered up and spotted Zabadon floating near the arena’s glass ceiling, his slender form perched atop a thin, floating disc. 
 
    “Indeed.  This wait has been far too long,” Grixis added, his wolf-like form approaching on a disc of his own.  “Now, let’s lay a few ground rules.  The competitors will fight to the death.  No one except the chosen participants can participate in the duel, and anyone attempting to intervene will be promptly... eradicated.  Am I missing anything, old friend?”  Grixis’s gaze shifted over to Zabadon who promptly rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I think you got it,” the white-haired tower master responded.  “Now on my mark, you may begin.  Reeaady...” 
 
    “You got this, Val,” Azyr shouted, causing the arcane thief’s mana to flare. 
 
    “Do make quick work of this,” Zyrex shouted from the other end, causing Garth to grin. 
 
    “FIGHT!” 
 
    Immediately the two wielders leapt across the arena floor, kicking up red sand as they closed the distance in an instant.  As he approached, Valin quickly began to channel mana into his signet.  Within the same breath, a translucent tail of mana began to forge at his back. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Monster Skill: Dragon Tail 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Once Valin was within striking range, he spied Garth grab onto the haft of his oar.  Immediately, the arcane thief planted his tail into the sand and used it to shift directions, pivoting away from the blow that was to follow. 
 
    Sure enough, Garth clenched his teeth and gave Galeforce a mighty swing, sending a wave of razor-sharp wind energy in his direction.  The blast tore through the sand, leaving a trench in the arena floor mere inches from where Valin now stood before crashing into the arena’s far wall.   
 
    Before the arcane thief could set his stance, Garth turned and launched a pair of small, silver discs from a device on his wrist.  Again, Valin used his tail, this time to propel himself skyward as the discs exploded beneath him, engulfing him in a cloud of black smoke. 
 
    As the wielder descended through the dark cloud, he wrapped his mana tail around his torso and hoisted his icy shield in front of his face.  He knew an attack was coming, and even though his rank seven body could withstand a Hell of a lot more punishment, he wasn’t ready to test that out just yet. 
 
    Unfortunately, Garth had other intentions. 
 
    The instant Valin’s boots hit the ground he was met with a vicious blow from Garth’s runic oar.  His shield arm was mashed back into his face and his mana tail was shattered as the blow connected, sending his body careening through the sand and leaving him in a heap against the far wall.  Remarkably, his rank seven body remained relatively unscathed, a testament to his massive increase in strength.  Still, he had to remain vigilant... 
 
    This was only the beginning. 
 
    As he began to rise to his feet, Valin could hear the rapid footsteps of Garth approaching from the side.  Without looking in that direction, he sent another surge of mana into his signet and forged his next stolen skill. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Monster Skill:  Shellshock 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    An instant later, a drogaust shield began to forge under Valin’s command... though not in his grasp.  No, using the sound of the man’s footsteps to measure the distance, Valin waited and forged the shell directly under the man’s feet! 
 
    “Damn you!” Garth growled as his boots hit the shell and his feet went out from under him.  Immediately, the Enigma hunter spun in mid-air, attempting to find his balance.  Unfortunately for him, Valin didn’t plan on letting the man hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Monster Skill: Fireball 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    A ball of flame energy propelled from Valin’s free hand, striking Garth in mid-air and engulfing him in a torrent of fire.  A second fireball followed in the shadow of the first, hitting Garth hard enough to blast the wielder against the arena’s wall. 
 
    Azyr and the others let out a cheer as Valin momentarily seized the advantage, giving his confidence a slight surge.  He’d originally weighed the option of not even taking his fireball skill into battle, especially since he was expecting a close-quarters fight. However, that’s precisely why he did end up equipping it... so he had a varied arsenal that even his opponent wouldn’t see coming. 
 
    Smoke rose from Garth’s robes as he peeled himself off the arena wall, though his skin didn’t display so much as a singe.  Instead, an item strapped to his waist seemed to be glowing with azure light, absorbing the power of the red-hot flames…  a gods damned mana battery! 
 
    Garth grinned as he unstrapped the item and tossed it into the sand, allowing smoke to drift from the capsule-like battery.  That was good… it meant that Valin’s attacks had likely reached the battery’s limits.  Well, that just meant it was time to launch another! 
 
    Channeling mana through his gates and into his palm, the arcane thief fired off another fireball. This time Garth was ready and fired an explosive disc of his own, intercepting the skill mid-flight and creating an explosive cloud of smoke and fire between the two.  Without wasting a second, both wielders began to circle the explosion, taking aim at one another with weapons clutched in their grasp. 
 
    Valin unsheathed his mana spike and leveled it with his shield as Garth re-established his grip on Galeforce, the far superior weapon of the two.  However, as the distance closed between them, Valin didn’t try to evade as he had done before.  Instead, he squared up with Garth and took his strike head-on. 
 
    A rush of energy swirled around the pair, kicking up a ring of sand as Galeforce crashed into the bishop’s blockade.  Valin was immediately sent skidding back on his heels, but not before the power of his shield took hold.  Not only did the mighty buckler manage to absorb some of the oar’s power, but the wave of icy energy it released seemed to clutch at Garth like a frozen gauntlet. 
 
    As Garth stumbled back, Valin used the opportunity to forge another mana tail and spring himself forward.  The enigma hunter tried to evade but the ice still clutched at him, slowing his reflexes substantially.  
 
    Then came the blade. 
 
    Moving with the enhanced speed granted by a psychic push, the arcane thief dashed by Garth, slicing the man’s cheek open with his mana spike.  An instant later he turned on his heel and used his momentum to strike the wielder with a powerful tail whip, once again driving his opponent into the sand. 
 
    From above, Zabadon couldn’t help but grin as he watched his wielder press the advantage.  Though the look of confidence on his counterpart Grixis kept him in check.  Clearly the fight was far from over.  He just had to hope Valin was ready for whatever Garth had up his sleeve. 
 
    Below, the arcane thief remained relentless as Garth tried to rise to his feet.  Pouring mana into his signet, he activated shell shock not once but three times, surrounding the wielder on all sides and preventing him from extending his weapon. 
 
    Garth growled in frustration as his oar haft smashed into one of the shells, knocking it out of place.  Unfortunately for him, his position had already been compromised and a well-placed dragon tail to the chin sent him skyward once more. 
 
    As Garth descended, Valin leaped above him and slammed him back down with another swing of his dragon tail, using the force of his psionic attunement to add some much-needed weight behind the attack.  An instant later Garth’s body slammed into the sand, creating a shallow crater at the arena’s center. 
 
    Valin used his psionics to slowly descend back to the ground, coming to a stop just feet from Garth’s rising form.  He’d put the enigma hunter on his heels.  Now it was time to finish this before his mana pool ran dry. 
 
    Reaching into his pocket, Valin withdrew the final piece needed to end this fight... the juggernaut gem.  After channeling mana through his gates and into the gem, a massive suit of impenetrable armor began to form around his body, pushing both his strength and his defense to indomitable levels for the next sixty seconds... 
 
    More than enough time, he was certain. 
 
    Using one of his armored hands, Valin reached forward and hoisted Garth up by his hair.  With his other hand, he ripped Galeforce out of the man’s grasp and flung it across the arena, impaling the oar into the far wall.   
 
    Garth tried to twist out of his grasp but Valin pummeled him in the midsection, causing blood to spew from between Garth’s lips.  Seconds later he followed it up with a vicious armored headbutt, shattering Garth’s defenses, splitting his face open and sending him back into the crater where he once laid. 
 
    By all accounts, it was over. 
 
    Valin could already feel his juggernaut aura starting to fade as he stomped into the crater and hoisted Garth back into the air.  However, rather than continue his assault on the beaten-down wielder... he paused.  Garth was smiling wide, showing off each and every one of his blood-stained teeth.  But why?  Why the Hell would he be smiling?! 
 
    “You enjoying this beat down?” Valin asked as he tightened his grip on the man’s shoulder. 
 
    Garth merely shook his head, his smile still ever-prevalent.  “No, it’s just that I don’t often get to release this... power of mine.” 
 
    Suddenly, Garth recoiled and kicked at Valin’s armored chest, forcing himself out of the thief’s grasp as his juggernaut armor began to fade into ether.  An instant later, Garth Zeros let his true power be known. 
 
    Moving with purpose, the wielder lifted his fist into the air, revealing the glowing signet on his hand... the signet of the ravager.  The symbol depicted a faceless warrior covered in blood, a gruesome-looking signet with even deadlier power. 
 
    “Now it’s my turn,” Garth uttered as he let the power of his signet take hold. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Signet: The Ravager 
 
      
 
    The wielder converts all damage previously dealt to them into pure power, greatly increasing physical strength, dexterity and durability.  Activating this signet burns through one’s mana pool. 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    Garth’s skin began to turn a shade of gray as black lines spread across his flesh, resembling a sort of natural warpaint.  His muscles tightened, his hair stood on end and his eyes adopted a wild look to them.  By all accounts, the ravager had been unleashed... and the real fight had begun. 
 
    Valin’s eyes widened beneath his juggernaut armor as Garth dove forward, blasting him with a kick that sent his armored form reeling.  As he rose, the thief could feel his armor dissipating, its cooldown period quickly taking effect.  That wasn’t good, especially with the force of nature he had charging directly at him.  He’d have to rely on his wits once more if he was going to survive. 
 
    As Ravager Garth descended on him, Valin bounded into the air, using his psionics to leap over his foe.  Unfortunately, Garth was much faster now and a quick leap found him latched onto Valin’s ankle.  
 
    The thief’s vision began to blur as Garth gave him a spin.  Then without warning he launched him into the wall, cracking the ironwood in several places.  Valin tried to force himself to a knee but Garth was on him in an instant, kneeing him in the midsection before launching him in the opposite direction. 
 
    “This is your end,” Garth uttered as he paced towards Valin, cracking his knuckles and causing wild mana to discharge out of his fist.  Valin ignored the comment as he forced himself back to his feet and wiped the blood away from his mouth.  Honestly, he could ignore just about anything the ravager wielder had to say.  What he couldn’t ignore was the power in those strikes. 
 
    “Now hold still and let me pry that scepter outta your cold, dead fingers,” Garth continued, closing in far quicker than the thief was ready for.  Valin only had seconds before the ravager was on him again, and he might not be able to withstand another assault.  No, he had to use what mana he had left and put together a final counter strike. It was that or die... 
 
    What an option. 
 
    Thoughts, battle strategies raced through the arcane thief’s mind as he rose to his feet, drawing the rest of the mana out of his mana spike.  With his juggernaut gem on cooldown, he wasn’t going to survive another direct assault... 
 
    It was just him and his signet then. 
 
    Valin rolled to the right as Garth waded in, narrowly dodging a punch that would’ve shattered his orbital.  As he came out of his roll he immediately leapt back, evading a kick that heated the air in front of him. 
 
    Using every last bit of his agility, Valin continued to dance away from the ravager, keeping himself just inches away from the man’s deadly blows.  That wasn’t all though. 
 
    Each time Valin reset his stance, the thief sent a surge of mana into signet, forging another one of his fireballs.  However, he didn’t launch them.  Instead, the wielder used his psionics to control the fireballs, levitating them at his side as he dodged the incoming blows. 
 
    As Garth dove in, Valin slid to the man’s right, ducking another punch from the ravager.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t as fortunate with the follow-up blow. 
 
    “Gotcha!” Garth roared as his hook managed to catch Valin by the ear, sending the thief sprawling into the sand.   
 
    Immediately, Valin’s vision began to blur and the feeling of warm blood began to run down his neck as he reeled from the powerful strike.  Even worse, he felt his concentration waiver and the grip on his array of fireballs begin to slip. 
 
    “Now die!” Garth continued, stepping forward and planting a kick into Valin’s ribs.  This time he was certain he felt something crack.  But he had to hold on, just for a few more... 
 
    “You hear me?” Garth asked as he hoisted Valin up by the collar, his now blackened eyes staring directly into the thief’s soul. 
 
    “Y-yeah...  I hear ya,” Valin uttered, his voice labored from the damage his body had taken.  “I just don’t listen well.” 
 
    Moving with whatever energy he had left, Valin reached forward and grabbed Garth by his outstretched arm, activating his fourth and final stolen skill. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Monster Skill: Gem Prison 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    During his training against the gemeyes, the thief had discovered a number of useful skills stored within the crystalline-eyed creatures he had defeated.  The gem prison, however, had been the one to catch his eye. 
 
    Garth let out a gasp as Valin’s eyes took on a crystalline form of their own and sanguine energy began to flood from his palms.  The enigma hunter tossed Valin down and tried to back away, but the skill had already taken hold.  An instant later, red crystal began to form around Garth, encasing him in an almost unbreakable sphere.  As the crystal prison began to close, Valin willed his seven fireballs forward, trapping them inside the gem prison with Garth.  And as the prison sealed its self shut, he let the flames burn. 
 
    Suddenly, the arena fell very still as Valin fell to his knees.  In front of him, an inferno raged inside the gem prison, burning away whatever was left of Garth, burning his battle regalia, burning away the rejuve potion strapped to his belt, burning away the man that had come for his life. 
 
    Seconds passed and the flames within the crystal died down.  Eventually, the crystaline prison itself even faded into ether leaving nothing but the charred form of Garth Zeros in his wake.  Valin could see a glimmer of life still remaining in the wielder’s eyes, a flicker of hope that he just might survive.  And perhaps he would have if Valin had been the same person he was when he entered the tower.  But this place had changed him... and he no longer saw an advantage and letting his opponents live. 
 
    Drawing a final surge of mana through his gates, Valin forged a mana tail and wrapped it around the man’s neck, ending him with a final twist.  Then he let himself fall face-first into the sand. 
 
    Finally, it was over. 
 
    Valin could hear the shouts of his companions as they leapt into the arena and dashed towards his location.  He could feel their footsteps reverberating through the sand.  Unfortunately, they came to an abrupt stop as a new pair of boots settled mere feet in front of him. 
 
    Straining with what little strength he had left, Valin peered up at the man standing directly in front of him...  No, not a man.  In front of him was the wolf-like tower master, Grixis. 
 
    “Congratulations,” the omnipotent being growled, leaning down to meet Valin eye to eye.  The power he felt radiating from the tower master was so intense that it made him shiver.  It was as if a supernova had taken humanoid form. 
 
    “Now, if you don’t mind...” Grixis continued as he reached for Valin with a clawed hand.  The thief froze, knowing all too well that the tower master had the power to eradicate the entire arena in seconds.  He didn’t move, he didn’t blink.  He merely kept his gaze locked on those animalistic eyes... 
 
    Then something unexpected happened. 
 
    Moving with the speed of a shooting star, Zabadon vaulted from his floating disc, landing on the arena floor with such force that he created a tidal wave of red sand.  Grixis immediately rose and for a moment, the pair of tower masters did nothing but stare into each other’s eyes, creating an abrasive energy that made the temperature in the arena rise. 
 
    “It’s over then,” Zabadon said, clearly trying to hide a grin beneath his flawless face. 
 
    “I suppose it is,” Grixis replied, bearing just a few too many teeth for Valin’s liking. 
 
    “And... our agreement?” Zabadon asked, clearly unwilling to let up. 
 
    Valin was certain he saw the wolffish tower master grimace just a bit, but he continued on like nothing was wrong. 
 
    “Of course,” Grixis said, turning once again to face Valin.  “As winner of the trial, I will ensure the Enigma faction offers your group full monetary support in clearing floor four.  Until then, rest your wounds, wielder.  This day is yours.” 
 
    The tower master seemed to growl the last word out rather than speak it.  Then, in a burst of chartreuse energy... he was gone.  Valin, now completely surprised,              `              turned his gaze to Zabadon who now had no problems hiding his grin. 
 
    “Excellent work,” he said, nodding to Valin as the others reached his side.  “This victory will prove as an excellent foundation for the rest of your climb, especially since my maneuvering has granted you access to the Enigma faction’s rather sizable coffers.” 
 
    Despite the pain and fatigue swirling within his form, Valin couldn’t deny himself the smile that was now stretching across his face.  Not only had he won and taken a huge step for his faction, but he’d earned some justice for Rori.  Now it was time to move forward, to climb to the eons themselves. 
 
    With a renewed fire in his spirit, Valin stepped forward to embrace the other members of the syndicate.  It was then that he noticed that his belt was quite a bit lighter than it should’ve been.  Immediately the thief gave himself a quick inspection and his eyes went wide .  
 
    “Where the Hell is my scepter?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    A soft whistle left Zyrex’s lips as he strolled through Enigma’s faction hall, a sizable shadowbeast hound sauntering along at his side.  At the conclusion of Garth’s little duel, Zy had thought it best to make a quick escape, especially given his short yet rocky history with the arcane thief.  That was ok though.  The duel had yielded some unexpected results, and he now an important matter to take care of. 
 
    Ignoring the glances of the other enigma members, Zyrex made his way through the hall and into a large room near the structure’s rear.  It was empty, of course.  Yet somehow Zyrex knew it would not remain that way for long. 
 
    Sure enough, a flash of chartreuse light filled the area and a moment later a figure began to form... the figure of Enigma’s tower master, Grixis. 
 
    “Damn this tower to the Hells!” the tower master roared as his body fully materialized, shaking the very foundation of the faction hall with his power.  Despite his earlier composure, it was clear the omnipotent being was not happy about losing his wager.  “I’ll kill him!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but if I may...” Zyrex interrupted, drawing the tower master’s attention.  “I do believe that I have something you may find... interesting.” 
 
    Grixis shifted his gaze to Zyrex, eyeing him with what could only be described as cosmic scorn.  However, his expression quickly changed. 
 
    With a quick whistle, Zyrex called in another one of his shadowbeast hounds, though this one wasn’t alone.  No, clutched in its inky black maw was none other than the soul scepter itself. 
 
    “I may have had one of my beasts slip out with this during the scuffle,” Zyrex said, his devilish smile matching his crimson demeanor. 
 
    The expression on Grixis softened as he eyed the powerful little artifact, his thoughts swirling in his head fat faster than any mortal could comprehend.  “Well done, my wielder.  Well done…” he finally muttered, eventually letting his wolf-like face settle on a smile.  “Now what say we give Zabadon and his fools a taste of their own medicine.” 
 
    Zyrex’s brow furrowed.  “But I thought they were untouchable?” 
 
    Grixis nodded.  “On this floor, yes.  But the tower is vast... and by the time you see them again, we’ll have you mighty enough to overrun them with a menagerie of shadow beasts!” 
 
    Zyrex merely bowed, masking his true exhilaration.  Perhaps this was going to work out after all... 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A few days later... 
 
      
 
    Valin took a final appreciative glance back at Haven before making his way through the stone street.  It had been a few days removed from his duel and things had transpired fast for him and his faction.  As part of Zabadon’s wager, he and the other members of the syndicate had been given full access to some of the wealth amassed by the Enigma Hunters.  And of course, they’d taken full advantage.  With a grin, he pulled up the faction window in his HUD. 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Officer: The Blade Syndicate 
 
    -Recruitment 
 
    -Faction coffers:  10,000 zinny available // 77 items available 
 
    -Transportation: 1 Vessel available 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    With access to a hefty sum of funds and their vast array of items, Valin was feeling pretty confident about their chances in the floors ahead.  He was also feeling rather comfortable about his own power level.  In just three more ranks he’d be a paragon, and would gain access to powers he could barely imagine.  Of course, he’d lost his scepter, but he did manage to acquire a new weapon that he’d grown quite fond of... 
 
      
 
    ~~ 
 
    Legendary Weapon: Galeforce 
 
    ~~ 
 
      
 
    With his new weapon slung across his back and his dragonskin satchel at his side (that he’d filled with pastries to surprise Azyr with), Valin couldn’t help but grin.  He’d won.  He’d grown powerful, and now limitless opportunity awaited... 
 
    “You coming, Val?” Azyr called, her voice distant. 
 
    Valin immediately looked to the sky where he spotted her, waving frantically as she dangled off the edge of their newly acquired airship.  Turns out Enigma really did have quite the vast array of wealth... 
 
    “Yeah, I’m coming,” he replied.  Valin focused on his tier three psionic attunement, covering his body in a thin layer of psychic energy.  Seconds later, he propelled himself through the air, flying like gryfian until he found himself on the ship’s deck. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, shooting the lightning fencer a wink.  “Let’s find land.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End of Legends of Ascension, book two… 
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